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ABSTRACT

The unparalleled dynamism cast by the expansion of rubber in
Kerala spearheaded by the smallholder sector has become severely
challenged especially since the late 1990s in view of the emergent
labour shortage, characterized by the paucity of skilled rubber tappers
in both the smallholding as well as the plantation sectors. Labour
shortage, especially of rubber tappers in the dominant rubber
smallholding sector has become a serious issue in recent years, in view
of several reasons, such as: (a) rise in area under rubber operated by
smallholders along with a corresponding rise in rubber tapped area; (b)
the inertia among younger generations to take up rubber tapping as an
economic activity; (c) almost negligible presence and active
participation of women in rubber tapping and related activities; (d)
ageing of the existing labour force engaged in tapping job, etc. More
importantly, a serious outcome of the emerging tapper shortage in Kerala
has also been manifest in terms of the growing syndrome of ‘multiple
grower dependence of tappers’ in the traditional rubber growing regions
of Kerala. Though there have been a few attempts by researchers to
bring out the emerging labour management issues confronting the rubber
smallholdings and estate sectors in the state in the context of the market
uncertainties in recent years, there has been hardly any serious attempt
to understand the crisis in the rubber labour market in the context of the
emergent tapper shortage.

In this regard, this paper is an attempt in this direction with the
objectives to: (a) examine the nature, magnitude and causes of tapping
labour scarcity in rubber sector across the three rubber growing regions
of Kerala; (b) understand the strategies and actions adopted by the rubber
producers (large planters and small holders) and other stakeholders in
the rubber sector to address the tapper shortage problems across regions;
and (c) discuss the challenges, critical issues as well as the long-term
implications of tapper shortage on the sustainability of small holder
rubber production system in Kerala and bring out the imperatives of
policy and institutional strategies.



1. Introduction

The agrarian landscape of Kerala has undergone tremendous
transformation over the past 5 to 6 decades as caused by several socio-
economic and political factors, as widely acknowledged by researchers
while tracing the development experience of the state. One of the critical
aspects of the agrarian transformation in the state has been the persistent
decline in area under food crops owing to the expansion in area under
commercial crops, dominated by plantation crops, particularly, rubber.
The magnitude of decline in area under food crops has been quite
spectacular in the 1980s through 2000s and the share of food crops had
reached the lowest level at 16% of the gross cropped area of the state by
2009-10 while the share of area under commercial crops reached at 67%
(Viswanathan, 2012).

Apparently, one of the serious outcomes of the agrarian
transformation in the state was the virtual disintegration of the agriculture
labour market as caused by the massive exodus of farm labourers from
the rural labour market. The collapse of the rural labour market, as caused
by the decline in the labour intensive food crop (mainly paddy)
production activities had resulted in displacement of labour! on a massive
scale. Arguably, the paradigm shift to commercial crops such as rubber
and coconut in Kerala has been predominantly guided by the unique
labour saving advantage (besides the relative profitability and
institutional support mechanisms) that these crops could claim over the

staple food crop, viz., rice grown in the state.

The resultant dynamics in the agricultural labour market in Kerala

has been widely held in terms of a persistent dichotomy of labour



shortage in the midst of labour abundance®. Apparently, there emerged
a situation of acute labour shortage for performing the traditional farm
operations in the state, in spite of high wage rates. This dynamics of the
rural labour market in the state has triggered serious debates in the
academic and policy circles during the 1970s through 1990s with some
scholars (Nair, 1997; Nair 1999) narrating this paradox of ‘labour scarcity
in an avowedly labour surplus economy’ as something unique and thus
questioning the stylized theories [based on assumptions of skewed
distribution of land and predominance of annual crops] of labour market
dynamics in the larger Indian context. On the other hand, others (such as
Kannan, 1998; 1999) noted that the rural labour market dynamics has
undergone several twists and turns following the crop shift overtly
characterized by the predominance [and proliferation] of small and
marginal producers with an irreversible dependence on the perennial
cash crops, mainly rubber. The apparent dilemmas in the rural labour
market in the state have been reported (Kannan, 1998) as primarily
related to: (a) issues of choice of technology amidst rising wage costs
for labour-intensive farming activities; and (b) the glaring mismatch
between demand for and supply of labour in the context of the changing

job expectations and aspirations of the younger generations.

While the labour market dilemmas have continued hampering
the prospects of the food crops production in the state, the distinct
‘labour saving advantage’ prompted the expansion of area under rubber
and coconut. To illustrate, in terms of relative share in total cropped
area, the combined share of rubber and coconut had increased from 27%
during 1960-61 to almost 49% during 2009-10. Interestingly, it may be
seen that between the two crops, rubber had made a greater impact on
the agrarian landscape of the state as growth in rubber area was much
faster and consistent than coconut over time. For instance, while the
relative share of coconut in total cropped area has increased only by
7.8% points from 21% during 1960-61 to 29% during 2010-11, that of

rubber had increased by more than 14% from a mere 6% to almost 21%



during the same period. This claim is further strengthened by the fact
that rubber contributed almost 53% of the gross value of agricultural
output in Kerala (Rs. 16236.5 Crores) as compared to 17% from coconut
during 2010-11 (GoK, 2011). The unparalleled increase in the share of
rubber production in Kerala also earned it the distinction of becoming
the monopoly producer in the country with a predominant share of
almost 91% in rubber production at the national level (GoK, 2010).

1.1. The Context and Objectives

However, the unperturbed dynamism cast by the expansion of
rubber in Kerala spearheaded by the smallholder sector has become
severely challenged especially since the late 1990s in view of the
emergent labour shortage, characterized by the paucity of skilled rubber
tappers in both the smallholding as well as the plantation sectors* On
the one hand, the labour shortage in the organised rubber plantation/
estate sector has been caused mainly by the labour displacing policies
adopted by the rubber planters as a crisis management strategy” in the
event of the plantation crisis in the late 1990s. On the other hand, labour
shortage, especially of rubber tappers in the dominant rubber
smallholding sector has become a serious issue in recent years, in view
of several reasons, such as: (a) rise in area under rubber operated by
smallholders along with a corresponding rise in rubber tapped area; (b)
the inertia among younger generations to take up rubber tapping as an
economic activity; (c) almost negligible presence and active
participation of women in rubber tapping and related activities; (d)
ageing of the existing labour force engaged in tapping job, etc. More
importantly, a serious outcome of the emerging tapper shortage in Kerala
has also been manifest in terms of the growing syndrome of ‘multiple
grower dependence of tappers’ in the traditional rubber growing regions
of Kerala (Viswanathan, et al., 2003).

Thus, the severity of the problem of labour (tapper) shortage has

been on the rise and assumed an alarming proportion in almost all the



rubber growing areas in Kerala in recent years. Though there have been
a few attempts by researchers to bring out the emerging labour
management issues confronting the rubber smallholdings and estate
sectors in the state in the context of the market uncertainties in recent
years (Viswanathan, et al., 2003; Mohanakumar and Chandy, 2005;
Viswanathan and Shah, 2009; 2012a; Chandy et al., 2010), there has
been hardly any serious attempt to understand the crisis in the rubber
labour market in the context of the emergent tapper shortage. Of course,
a recent paper by George (2012) examines the multifaceted dimensions
of labour shortage by contextualizing tapper shortage scenario against
the backdrop of the specific characteristics of the tapping labour market.
This paper provides a perspective about addressing the problem of tapper
shortage in terms of policy and institutional interventions. However,
there is a perceptible gap in empirical understanding about the unfolding
labour market dynamics in the rubber production sector across regions
of Kerala in recent years which also coincided with unforeseen changes

in the production relations, market conditions, prices and wages.

Given this, it becomes important to explore the veracity of factors
causing tapper shortage in rubber sector in Kerala along with their
regional dimensions, if any. Understanding the regional dimensions of
tapper shortage especially in the smallholder rubber sector in Kerala
becomes contextually relevant from analytical as well as policy
perspectives in view of the regional differences in labour use as well as
the production relations as evolved in these regions over time. For one,
it has been observed that among the south, central and northern regions
of Kerala, there are notable differences in labour use for tapping across
farm size classes. Reportedly, the dependence on hired labour for rubber
tapping was as high as 94% in South Kerala and 87% in Central Kerala
as compared to only 44% in North Kerala (George, K.T, 1999). This
point underscores that the magnitude of tapper shortage is quite likely
to be more alarming in the Central and Southern Kerala regions than the

Northern region. However, this calls for further evidences to reflect upon:



(a) the regional differences in shortage of tapping labour as being
perceived and experienced by the rubber growers; and (b) the initiatives
at the local level along with institutional and policy interventions by
the Rubber Board to address labour/ tapper shortage from a long term

perspective.

This paper is an attempt in this direction with the following

objectives to:

1.  Examine the nature, magnitude and causes of tapping labour
scarcity in rubber sector across the three rubber growing regions

of Kerala;

2. Understand the strategies and actions adopted by the rubber
producers (large planters and small holders) and other stakeholders
in the rubber sector to address the tapper shortage problems across
regions; and

3. Discuss the challenges, critical issues as well as the long-term
implications of tapper shortage on the sustainability of small
holder rubber production system in Kerala and bring out the

imperatives of policy and institutional strategies.
1.2. Data and Methodology

For analysis, this paper uses both the secondary and primary data
sources. It uses most of the available empirical literature and
documentation on aspects of production relations in rubber plantations
and smallholding sectors with particular emphasis on the dynamics of
the changing labour market and labour management regimes in recent
years. While doing so, the paper largely draws on the empirical data and
analysis presented in the earlier studies undertaken by the author
(Viswanathan et al., 2003; Viswanathan and Shah, 2009; 2012a). To
supplement and strengthen the analysis based on the previous studies,

the paper also uses cross sectional survey data gathered from various
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stakeholders in the rubber sector, viz., (a) rubber planters (estates); (b)
small growers; (c) labourers, especially, rubber tappers; (d) officials and
extension staff from the Rubber Production Department of the Rubber
Board; (e) the Association of Planters, Kerala (APK); (f) Rubber Producers’
Societies (RPSs); etc.

As noted earlier, the analysis in the paper approaches the problem
of tapper shortage from a regional perspective, in which, the major rubber
growing districts of Kerala have been classified into three regions
following the geographical classification commonly used by researchers.
Accordingly, for secondary data analysis, it considers Southern region
as consisting of Trivandrum, Kollam and Alapuzha districts; Central
region covering Kottayam, Pathanamthitta, Idukki, Ernakulam and
Thrissur districts; and Northern region comprising Palakkad,

Malappuram, Wyanad, Kozhikode, Kannur and Kasargod districts.

To ably capture the regional dimensions of the problem, the
study followed a three step procedure for the primary survey. In the
first step, a structured brief questionnaire was used to gather some
crucial data regarding the broad macro level trends, such as: (a) total
area under rubber cultivation; (b) average holding size; (c) tapped
area; (d) replanted/ new planted area; (e) spread of RPSs; (f) distribution
(physical and financial) of labour welfare schemes); (g) gender aspects
of training/ skill formation in rubber tapping; (h) differences in wages
of tappers as well as general workers; (i) perceptions and impressions
about tapper shortage; (j) initiatives taken by the RPSs; and (k) policy
and institutional interventions adopted by the Rubber Board to address
the problem of tapper shortage. Data collection in this regard was also
corresponded with interactions with the extension staff and officials
of the Rubber Production Department of the Rubber Board at various

regional offices.

In the second step, a brief survey was undertaken among a select
number of growers and rubber tappers to get a feel of their impressions
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and experiences about the emerging labour shortage issues. In the third
step, discussions and interactions were held with the members of the
RPSs in order to get an overall perspective about the labour/ tapper
shortage and the responses/ initiatives taken by them to address the

problems at the local level.
1.3. Conceptual Framework

This paper is organised into five sections including the
introductory section. Section 2 provides a brief overview of the rubber
smallholder sector in Kerala and its regional dimensions of growth
and performance with a view to contextualize the problem of tapper
shortage and its magnitude. Section 3 examines the intensity of the
problem of tapper shortage as experienced by the smallholders in the
various rubber growing regions of Kerala. This section also explores
the issue of shortage as perceived and experienced by the larger rubber
estates. Section 4 discusses the measures and actions adopted by the
rubber producers and other stakeholders to manage the problem of
tapper shortage and their outcomes across regions. In conclusion, we
discuss some critical issues confronting the sustainability of
smallholder rubber production system in Kerala in the context of the
emerging challenges in the labour market. It also brings out the
imperatives of policy and institutional strategies needed to sustain
the economic dynamism of the smallholder rubber sector in Kerala’s

specific context from a long-term perspective.

This paper uses the conceptual definition for the problem of tapper
shortage as ‘techno-economic scarcity manifested in terms of both
physical and economic scarcity of tappers, wherein more number of
rubber growers operate with less number of tappers (skilled or unskilled)
in a given region’. In a techno-economic sense, tapper scarcity may be
defined as physical and economic scarcity of tappers measured in terms

of the gap in demand for and supply of skilled tappers.
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Chart 1: Tapper scarcity in rubber smallholder sector: conceptual
framework

| Tapper scarcity in smallholder sector |

] 3

Physical Scarcity [ — Economic Scarcity

1 !

Management strategies and outcomes

! !

Intensification of family labour Multiple tapper dependence

> Tmport of migrant tappers > Skilled/ unskilled tapping
# Capacity building for native tappers e . .

# BAU scenario/ Shift towards LFTs ’ Gain/ Loss in production

> Non-tapping of plots ~ Benefit/ Loss sharing

# Shift to real estates ~ Sustainable/ Unsustainable

Chart 1 presents the conceptual framework used in examining
the problem of tapper scarcity in smallholder sector in Kerala, the
management strategies adopted by the smallholders in co-ordination
with agencies that support them (RPSs, Rubber Board) and the likely or
potential outcomes of such strategies and management interventions in

reducing (if not ameliorating) the tapper shortage.

2. Growth of Rubber Economy of Kerala and its Regional
Dimensions

At the outset, an analysis of the current status of the rubber
production sector and its profile is important to understand the relative
significance of the sector in the regional economy of Kerala. As is evident,
Kerala’s agriculture sector had undergone tremendous transformation
over time, characterised by a major shift from food crops (mainly paddy)
to commercial crops, dominated by two major crops, viz., coconut and
rubber (Table 1).
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Accordingly, the area under paddy had declined almost three times
over time from 7.53 lakh ha during 1961-62 to 2.08 lakh ha during
2011-12. In terms of relative share, the share of paddy under cultivation
had drastically declined from 32% to less than 8% over the five decades.
In contrast, the area under rubber cultivation had increased by more
than four times from 1.33 lakh ha to 5.39 lakh ha with an increase in its
relative share from 5.7% to 20% during the period. The area under
coconut though increased over time, there was a notable decline in its
area by 2011-12 as compared to the area during 2001-02. It may be
important to note that the simultaneous decline in the share of paddy
and tapioca in the total cropped area by more than 70% over time could
be considered as an outcome of the deliberate choice made by the farmers
in Kerala to switch over to the less labour intensive as well as high value
crops, such as coconut, rubber, coffee, tea, etc. Interestingly, the combined
share of coconut and rubber had increased by almost two times from
27% during 1961-62 to 51% during 2011-12.

The phenomenal increase in area under rubber cultivation as
observed at the state level has also been visible all across the districts
with rubber occupying a dominant status in the cropping pattern and
gross value of output realized from agriculture as evident from Table 2.
From a comparative perspective, it may be interesting to note that though
rubber has only a second position in gross cropped area in most of the
districts, it commands number one position in terms of gross value of
output in 11 (78%) of the 14 districts. Among the districts, the share of
rubber in gross value of output has been as high as 79% in Kottayam,
followed by Pathanamthitta (73%), Ernakulam (66%) and Kannur (51%).
At the state level, though rubber occupies only 20%, its share in gross
value of output has been 46%. More importantly, the combined share of
rubber and coconut in the gross cropped area and gross value of output
has been over 60% in 10 of the 14 districts with districts with five
districts (Kottayam, Pathanamthitta, Kozhikode, Ernakulam and Kannur)

showing a combined share of more than 70% in gross value of output.
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Table 3 presents the regional dimensions of the rubber sector in
Kerala with respect to the region-wise composition of area and production
of rubber. It appears that the Central region covering 5 districts had a
clear dominance in area and production (50% each) until 1990-91, which
declined thereafter owing to the expansion of rubber cultivation in the
northern region. Thus, while the relative shares of northern districts in
area and production had increased, the other two regions reported a

drop in relative share in area and production during the last two decades.

Obviously, this trend suggests that the pace of expansion of rubber
area and production in the Central region had experienced a setback in
the recent decades owing to the scarcity of suitable land for further
expansion. In contrast, the Northern region has been showing an increase
in area and production, mainly due to rubber expansion into newer
areas, even replacing less remunerative crops, such as coconut, arecanut,
cashew, etc, as recently observed in the region. The trends also bring out
that the traditional rubber growing areas in the Southern and Central
Kerala regions have already been reeling under a crisis posed by the
constraints of land availability for rubber cultivation and the scope for

further expansion is only left with the areas available for replanting.
3. Tapper Shortage: Perceptions and Reality

It is in this critical juncture that the crisis in the labour market in
the rubber sector manifested in the form of tapper shortage assumes
added significance. From a logical standpoint, the problem of labour
shortage in general, and tapper shortage in particular in Kerala, needs a
proper investigation and thorough understanding especially in a context
when the state is historically known for the contradictions in the rural
labour market characterized by high levels of labour militancy (among
the organised labour class) on the one hand and a docile labour
community (governed by traditional patron client relations) on the other.
Apparently, rubber sector in Kerala has been one such sector that

manifested the continued presence of the two contrasting scenarios in
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the labour market. For instance, the existence of the large scale rubber
plantations (estate sector) over the past 6-7 decades has been contingent
upon the sustained reproduction of the plantation workers under
conditions of servitude and sub-optimal living conditions in a large
number of cases. Similarly, the dominant smallholder sector also
survived based on a docile and more disciplined labour force which
was least organised on political or caste lines for strengthening their
stake or visibility in the labour market. Thus, it may be observed that
the foundations of the dynamic rubber production sector in Kerala
have been strongly built on a proactive labour market that co-existed
side by side in the village settings, though with less interactions in

between.

Given this scenario, it might be quite logical to examine ‘what
would have triggered the crisis in the labour market as manifested in
the form of tapper shortage’ in recent years? Apparently, this is a
tricky issue, as there are several dimensions to the problem of tapper
shortage with the possibility of several explanations that are context
or region-specific. Thus, a realistic explanation to the problem of
tapper shortage inter alia would call for addressing some critical

questions, such as:
a) Does there exist tapper shortage in Kerala in an absolute sense?;
b) If tapper shortage exists, what caused tapper shortage in the state?;

c) How tapper shortage is manifested in both the smallholder and

plantation sectors across rubber growing regions?;

d) How rubber smallholders and planters have responded to the

emergent scenario of tapper shortage?;

e) What have been the short-term responses as well as long-term
strategies/ initiatives adopted by rubber growers/ planters, Rubber
Producers’ Societies (RPSs) and the Rubber Board to address the

problem?; and
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f) How far these responses and strategies would help sustain the
economic dynamism of the rubber production sector in Kerala

from a long-term perspective?

It is widely apprehended that rubber production sector in Kerala
is confronted with the problem of tapper shortage and it has been
gradually making inroads into the entire rubber growing regions raising
serious concerns and new challenges about the future of rubber
cultivation. As reports after reports reconfirm tapper shortage as a reality
in traditional rubber growing areas in Kerala, the major stakeholders in
the rubber sector, viz., rubber growers/ rubber planters, rubber producers’
societies (RPSs) and the Rubber Board (RB) have been concerned about
the emerging scenario and trying to face the harsh reality through various
labour tying arrangements and tapper retaining mechanisms. It may be
noted that Kerala has been experiencing rubber tapper shortage over the
past two decades or so due to a variety of reasons, some of which are
quite well known and explained by few authors (Viswanathan, et al.,
2003; George, 2012).

In techno-economic sense, tapper shortage is manifest in terms of
the physical scarcity of tappers as measured by the gap in demand for
and supply of tappers across the rubber growing areas in the state.
However, in the absence of authentic data on the demand for and supply
of rubber tappers at the state, district or sub-district (taluk) and even at
the local village/ RPS levels, it may be somewhat difficult to reflect on
the magnitude and extent of tapper shortage. Bearing this in mind, we
have tried to arrive at a rough estimation about the physical scarcity of
tappers based on the information gathered from the 22 RPSs surveyed
during the study. Tapper requirement was estimated based on a critical
minimum number of 1.7 rubber tappers required® for tapping a hectare
of rubber plot with a tree density of 450-475 trees. The figures for tapper
shortage were estimated by taking the difference between tappers

required and available as per the information furnished by the 22 RPSs
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surveyed. Accordingly, the 22 RPSs reported about the approximate

number of rubber tappers available under its jurisdiction.

Table 4 presents the more realistic scenario of emergent tapper
shortage as reported by the 22 RPSs and it reveals that physical scarcity

of tappers is as high as 61% with some regional differences.

Table 4: Extent of physical scarcity of tappers across regions in
Kerala, 2012

Region Growers | Grower/|  Number of Tapper
#) Tapper tappers (#) Shortage
ratio (%)$
Required | Available

1. Nedumangad 748 1.64 1052 457 56.6
2. Kottarakkara 255 1.82 262 140 46.5
3. Thodupuzha 538 3.16 748 170 77.3
4. Pala 635 2.70 864 235 72.8
5. Pathanamthitta 250 3.57 340 70 79.4
6. Thrissur 799 2.44 808 327 59.5
7. Palakkad 175 1.59 230 110 52.1
8. Mannarkad 420 1.37 580 307 47.0
9. Taliparamba 244 1.91 360 128 64.5
10. Nilambur 213 1.07 318 200 37.1
Overall 42717 1.99 5561 | 2144 61.4

Note: Tapper shortage is estimated by taking the difference between

tappers available and required.

Source: Information gathered from 22 RPSs in the select regions

As per this, physical scarcity of tappers is very high in
Pathanamthitta region at 79%, followed by Thodupuzha (77%), Pala
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(73%), and Taliparamba (65%). While all the 10 regions as presented in
the Table report tapper shortage, the severity of shortage seems to be
somewhat lower in regions, such as Nilambur (37%), Kottarakkara and
Mannarkad (47% each). The extent of tapper scarcity as estimated in the

local areas covered under the RPSs is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Extent of physical tapper scarcity reported across regions

in Kerala
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However, the estimates of physical scarcity of rubber tappers as
presented above are only a broad indication about tapper scarcity and
need further validation based on more extensive coverage of RPSs and
locations.

One of the most common explanations for the problem of labour
shortage in Kerala can be found in the vast literature subscribing to the
‘disintegration of rural labour market’ argument as discussed above. By
and large, these studies at the regional level (and several others in the
national as well as international contexts) arrive at a consensus that
labour shortage in the rural areas is entirely caused by the retreat of the
able bodied younger generations. Taking a cue from this argument,
tapper shortage in rubber production sector in Kerala could have been
reportedly caused by the sheer lack of interest or even retreat of the

youth from becoming either rubber farmers or rubber tappers.
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However, this position blaming the youth for their disinterest in
(or retreat from) rubber farming (tapping) and other rubber farming related
activities seems to be only a partial explanation to the problem and it is
certainly prejudiced by the traditional notion of viewing the aspirations
of the youth as antithetical to social progress. In contrast, the emergent
stalemate of tapper shortage in the rubber sector needs to be more
convincingly and logically argued out from an ethical standpoint. The
question needs addressing here is that ‘should the younger generations
be held responsible for the crisis in the labour (including tapping) market
in Kerala’?. In fact, this is a tricky issue and need further explanation in
terms of the changed aspirations of the rural youth in the context of the
dramatic transformation that Kerala experienced over the past few
decades as brought about by the demographic as well as socio-economic
changes, especially, declining family size and educational advancements.
Given this, if the rural youth are least inclined towards participating in
the tapping (or agricultural) labour market, one has to resolve some of
the structural issues constraining the labour market. One such issue is
that: ‘whether policies or institutions governing rubber development in
Kerala have been quite sensitive (and responsive) to this issue by creating
conducive environments (skill development, attractive wages, upward
mobility, etc) that attract increased participation by youth in the labour
market?’. In other words, the issue at stake is that ‘under what conditions
the younger generations (of rubber farmers and rubber tappers) would
participate in the tapping labour market?’. Invariably, this issue requires
an in-depth understanding about the perceptions, value judgments, social
prestige and economic returns that the youngsters consider when it

comes to choosing rubber tapping (or farming) as an economic activity.

Thus, the issue ‘what would motivate the younger generations to
effectively participate in the tapping labour market’ is a highly loaded
question and needs to be examined in the light of the empirical scenario
within which the labour market function currently. This necessitates a

broad understanding of the status of the tapping labour market as
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attached to the rubber smallholder and plantation sectors in Kerala.
This analysis, in turn, will enable us to draw some useful insights
regarding the eventualities leading to the tightening of the tapping
labour market as arising from the persistent tapper shortage in several

regions of Kerala.
3.1. Labour Market in Rubber Sector and its Composition

It may be argued that currently, rubber sector in Kerala could
claim to have a dominant share in the total agriculture employment, as
rubber is the single largest crop occupying almost 26% of the net sown
area (NSA) in the state. Rubber has the potential of providing year
round employment, unlike the highly seasonal employment provided
by the food and other commercial crops grown in the state. Though the
labour use intensity of rubber is relatively lower than paddy, the
phenomenal decline in area under rice cultivation alongside the
extremely lower levels of labour absorption in coconut, make rubber as

the largest source of farm sector employment in Kerala.

Of the three plantation crops, viz., tea, rubber and coffee grown in
India, Kerala accounts for almost 73% of the rubber area and 88% of
rubber production. The bi-modal nature of the production structure
composed of the dominant smallholder and the estate based plantation
sectors makes the rubber sector quite unique in the context of Kerala.
Though the relative share of the estate (plantation) sector in rubber area
and production in Kerala had declined substantially over time (currently
less than 10%), the sector still holds a prominent position in terms of
employment of workers in plantations and factories. However, in terms
of livelihood dependence, the smallholder sector has a pre-eminent
position as it supports about 1.19 million rubber producers (Rubber
Board, 2011) and about 0.8 million workers attached to the rubber sector.
Figure 2 presents the trends in five yearly average daily employment in
rubber plantations in India and the five yearly simple annual growth
rates.
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Figure 3: Trends in average daily employment in rubber sector in
India, 1972 to 2010
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Note: The figures are five year moving averages of daily employment
(lakhs) in rubber plantations in India and simple annual
percentage growth.

Source: Indian Rubber Statistics, Rubber Board (estimated).

It may be observed that though there was steady increase in
employment levels over the past four decades from 1.45 lakhs during
1972-73 to 4.32 lakhs during 2010-11, growth rates in employment had
shown higher inter-year fluctuations. Though employment growth had
declined during the 1990s, since 2001, the growth has picked up
significantly. It may be surmised that being the largest rubber growing

state in India, almost 70-80% of this employment was created in Kerala.

In terms of workforce composition, the rubber plantation sector
requires massive labour force for production (rubber tapping) and routine
agro-management operations (production workers). They are also
vertically integrated in terms of processing and manufacturing of the
plantation products (factory workers) as well as management workers.
The labour market as attached to the rubber plantation sector also has a
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distinct gender dimension’, in that almost half of the plantation workers

are women who are also engaged in rubber tapping and processing.

Table 5: Structure of workforce in rubber plantations in Kerala, 2012

Category Male | Female | Total |% share | Females
(%)

1. Rubber tappers | 1460 1288 2748 49.4 46.9
2. General workers| 1066 1370 2436 43.8 56.2

3. Other workers® 317 66 383 6.9 17.2
Total 2843 2724 5567 | 100.0 48.9

Permanent workers | 2256 1655 39011
(79.4) | (61.0) | (70.2) 42.3

Note: @ Includes supervisors, watchman, drivers, other non-classified
workers, etc.

Source: Survey of 15 rubber estates in Kerala (December 2012).

Table 5 presents the structure and gender composition of workforce
engaged in rubber sector as reported by 15 rubber estates in Kerala. It
reveals that almost 47% of the rubber tappers and 56% of the general
workers are women. However, lesser proportion of women workers are
permanent (61%) compared to 79% in case of male workers. Tappers

constitute almost half of the total workforce employed in these plantations.

In sharp contrast to the distinctive structure and gender
composition of the work force in the plantations as discussed above, the
smallholdings sector differs in terms of the dominance of tapping labour,
which accounts for almost 84% of the total labour requirements in the
productive (mature) phase of rubber plantations (Burger et al, 1995).
Since a vast majority (78%) of the rubber holdings belongs to the lowest
size class of below 2 ha, the major farm management operations, like
weeding, fertiliser application, plant protection, etc have been mainly

done by using family labour, though this scenario also had changed in
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the event of labour shortage. The labour market attached to the
smallholder sector is highly skewed with very low levels (hardly 10%)
of female labour participation (Viswanathan, et al., 2003). This is in
sharp contrast to the female labour dominance in traditional agriculture
as well as higher female labour participation to the extent of 48 per cent
in the large rubber plantations in the state. However, it is observed that
women actively engage in activities, such as latex collection, coagulation
and sheet processing, which is an informal arrangement widely practiced
in the smallholder sector, though women are not separately paid for

such assistances rendered (Viswanathan and Shah, 2012a).
3.2. Tapper Shortage, its Origin and Manifestations

Tapping being a skilled activity,® which requires scientific
extraction of the rubber latex®, involvement of hired tappers has become
necessary and hence, higher levels of engagement of hired tappers have
been reported by even the small and marginal holders throughout Kerala
with some regional variations (George, 1999). To a large extent, the
frequency of rubber tapping, characterized by almost complete adoption
of daily tapping system, has also been quite high in the early decades
(1960s through mid 1990s) of rubber expansion in Kerala.

This system of intensive or high frequency tapping, called, ‘daily
tapping’ required engagement of large number of hired rubber tappers,
as family labour was either not available or a large cross section of
growers were reluctant to do tapping by themselves. In the earlier
decades, the wide scale adoption of daily tapping system was rational
and highly justified, as majority of the rubber farmers were poor and
operated small or marginal holdings. From the perspective of an
individual grower who depends on a hired tapper, it was also essential to
provide round the year employment to him, in the absence of which the
tapper would abandon the grower and join another grower who offers
him daily tapping. However, the extent of adoption of the system of

daily tapping had also declined over time due to the interventions by



27

the Rubber Board, which were quite instrumental in effecting a major
shift in tapping system from the daily tapping system (S2D1) to alternate
daily tapping system (S2D2) especially since the mid 1990s. The wider
adoption of alternate daily tapping system by the small growers was
perhaps the first step in the process of technical innovation in rubber
tapping adopted by growers as part of the Board’s promotion of low
frequency tapping system (LFTs). A survey undertaken by the author
among rubber growers in Kerala during 2008 revealed that almost 76%
of the sample growers were are following the alternate daily tapping
system, while about 10% still follow the intensive daily tapping system.
About 14% of the growers have reported following the LFTs involving
a once in three days tapping!® (S2D3).

3.2.1. Incidence of Multiple Grower cum tapper Dependence

It may be interesting to examine some of the important factors that
would have triggered the crisis in the rubber labour market as manifested
in the form of tapper shortage. Primarily, the demand for hired tappers
continued to rise in Kerala over time in view of several simultaneous
developments, such as: (a) necessity of the small and marginal growers to
earn a stable income from rubber cultivation; (b) the urge from the otherwise
unemployed tappers to keep them engaged in tapping; (c) an increasing
proportion of part-time as well as absentee rubber farmers in most of the
traditional rubber growing areas in the Central and Southern Kerala regions
in particular!!; (d) the phenomenal increase in rubber tapped area across
all districts of Kerala; and (e) the proliferation of small and marginal
holdings with perceptible decline in the average size of operational
holdings'2. While the above factors had increased the demand for tappers,
there was no corresponding increase in the availability and number of
tappers mainly due to the inertia among the younger generations to take
up rubber tapping as an economic activity. The cumulative outcome of
all these factors has been the emergence of a new trend towards multiple

3

grower dependence’” among the tappers across regions in Kerala with

some variations in the incidence and intensity.



(60-8007 porrad 103) 800z Suump Loaing xodde], {(66-8661 porrad 10J) €00T I 79 UBYIBUBMSIA [92IN0S

6t 81 L61- (syutod ) a3uey)

L9 671 8 1Y 34 60-800¢C

L8T 001 0'LT 0'€9 6678661 SUOI3aI [V
'L v'€C S0¢- (syutod ) a3uey)

44 1'6 ¥'9¢ S¥S 60-800C

L6 07C 0¢l 0°68 6678661 e[eIOY] YUON
LY 8L 9CI- (syutod ) a3uey)

€T LT 8Ly ¥'0€ 60-800C

8¢ 0LI 0°0¥ (1X32 66-8661 e[eIOY] [enuo)
9'L 6'1C S'6C- (syurod ;) o3uey)

44 9¢l 6'0% SSy 60-800C

49 09 061 0'SL 66-8661 e[eIOY YINOS

AIoW IO ¢ SIOMOID 7 19M013 uQ
(#) s1addey, 0} payoene (9,) siaddey, Teox uor3ay

28

ere1ay] ur sxadde) Jo souapuadap 1omoi1s s[dninur Jo 90UIPIOUT 9Y) U SPUAIY, :9 AqeL,




29

Table 6 presents the interesting scenario of intensification of
multiple grower dependence across regions between 1998-99 and 2008-
09 in Kerala. There has been a notable increase in the proportion of
tappers attached to two or more growers over the 10 year period. While
there was a decline in single grower dependence by about 20%, the
dependence on two growers increased by 15% and dependence on 3 or
more growers increased by 5% at the aggregate level. The incidence of
multiple grower dependence appears to be quite high in the central
region during both the periods with the latest period (2008-09) showing
more proportion of tappers (22%) in Central Kerala attached to three or
more growers compared to Southern (14%) and Northern (9%) regions.
Both Central Kerala and North Kerala have experienced significant

increase in the proportion of tappers attached to two growers for tapping.

It may be important to make a distinction about the multiple
grower dependence scenarios during the two periods of analysis. For
instance, in the first period, the multiple grower dependence (MGD) of
the tappers was mostly induced by their search for more number of trees
S0 as to earn more wages, as the tapping wages were reasonably low
during the earlier period (1998-99). Whereas during the second period
(2008-09), the increasing tapper shortage has resulted in growers
searching for tappers ushering in a new syndrome called, multiple tapper
dependence (MTD) among the growers. Hence, in the second period,
the trigger for multiple tapper dependence came from the rubber growers,
unlike the earlier period when tappers had to look around for making an
adequate tapping task that ensure a reasonable daily wage. Of course,
the period also witnessed a substantial increase in tapping wages due to
tightening of the labour market on the one hand and a consistent and

continued rise in rubber prices (Table 7).

Table 7 presents an interesting dimension about the changing
dynamics in the labour market over the last decade in the context of tapper
shortage. Most importantly, the average tapping task (trees tapped) has
significantly increased between the two periods in all the regions, overall
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increase in the daily tapping task being 38% at the aggregate level.
However, the variability (CV %) in tapping task was notably high during
the second period compared to the first period. The period also witnessed
almost a three-fold increase in tapping wages from Rs. 26 to Rs. 70 per
100 trees, mainly due to a substantial and consistent rise in rubber prices
during the reporting period. It may be argued that the tightening of the
tapping labour market in the face of tapper shortage also would have
caused tapping wages to rise in the three regions. On an average, tapping

wages have increased by more than 17% per annum between the two periods.

The period since 2008 also experienced significant changes in
the tapping labour market as tapper shortage got further intensified
alongside rising rubber prices, increase in rubber tapped area and a
consistent rise in tapping wages in all regions of Kerala. As a cumulative
outcome, there was an increasing trend towards multiple tapper
dependence among the growers along with the already existing
syndrome of multiple grower dependence. A comparative assessment of
the most recent scenario showing the incidence of multiple grower/
tapper dependence (expressed in terms of tapper grower ratio) in the
rubber smallholdings as emerge from a brief survey of rubber growers
and rubber tappers in the same locations in the Central and South Kerala

regions is presented in Table 8 and Table 9 respectively.

Table 8 presents the grower responses regarding the average
number of trees they offered for tapping along with the scenario of
grower dependence on tappers and the current wage rates for tapping in
eight locations during 2012-13. It reveals that growers in Mundakayam
area reported the highest number of tapping task (600) followed by
Kanjirapally (590). Notably, daily tapping task available for tappers is
significantly low in Vengola (148) and Erumely (315) and these two
locations report the highest average tapping wage rates (ie., Rs. 263 and
Rs. 250 per 100 trees), probably because of the reason that the tappers

get a lower task which gets compensated with higher wages.
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The scenario of multiple tapper dependence among the growers is
quite evident as all the locations indicate a tapper to grower ratio (TGR)
of about 2 with two locations, viz., Vadasserikkara and Thumpamon
showing TGR of above 2 (2.6 and 2.5 respectively). Tapping wage rates
as offered by the growers ranged from lowest at Rs. 125 per 100 trees in
Kanjirapally to the maximum at Rs. 275 in three locations, viz., Vengola,

Erumely and Erattupetta.

Table 9 also presents the profile of the sample tappers interviewed
in the eight locations. The average age of the tappers is above 40 years
in five of the eight locations. The average tapping task available for
tapping seems to be lower than what reported by the growers (Table 8)
except in Vengola, where the task reported by tappers was little higher
(163) than that reported by growers (148).

Nevertheless, the incidence of multiple grower dependence, as
reported by the tappers, was higher than the multiple tapper dependence,
as reported by the growers, in four of the eight locations as also evident
from Figure 4.

Figure 4: Scenario of Tapper Grower Ratio (TGR) as reported by
growers and tappers, 2012

Tapper to Grower Ratio
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Erumely
Kanjirapally
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Source: Primary Survey among 34 rubber tappers in select locations in
Central and Southern Kerala, 2012.
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Further, this scenario of increased intensity of the use of hired
tappers leading to the incidence of multiple tapper dependence among
the growers is also evident from the survey among 22 Rubber Producers’

Societies undertaken during the course of the study (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Incidence of dependence on hired tappers and multiple
tapper dependence
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Source: Survey undertaken among 22RPSs in the major growing regions
of Kerala

It emerges from Figure 5 that the dependence on hired tappers
(expressed by the ratio of hired tapper use) is quite high, hovering around
70-75% as reported from the areas covered under the RPSs. As a result,
the incidence of multiple tapper dependence among the growers is also
quite high, ie., more than 2.5 and close to 3 tappers in most cases.

Thus, the above discussion clearly demonstrates that tapper
shortage has intensified the crisis in the labour market attached to the
smallholder sector as evident from the increasing tendency towards
multiple grower dependence among the tappers as well as multiple tapper
dependence among the growers. Logically, this tendency of increasing
inter-dependence between the tappers and growers may create a win-
win situation for both in the short run. On the one hand, the tappers

might stand to gain as long as they are able to get adequate number of
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trees for tapping at a reasonable wage rate. On the other hand, the
growers stand to gain as long as they are able to find tappers with

reasonable skills, who perform the task efficiently.

However, it is important to explore ‘whether the emergent scenario
of tapper shortage results in a win-win situation for both growers and
tappers’ especially when there are imperfections in the tapping labour
market arising from several constraints. These constraints mainly include:
(a) non-availability of skilled and efficient tappers in many areas; (b)
increasing presence of aged tappers in the labour market; (c) rubber
output or income lost or forgone in the process of searching for skilled
tappers and the (resultant) high transaction costs involved in arriving at
efficient and mutually beneficial contractual arrangements; (d) damages
caused to trees by unskilled tappers and shortening of economic life of
the plantations; etc to mention a few (see also Chart 1). Invariably, all
these constraints affecting the labour market need in-depth empirical

investigations.

In what follows, we try to examine some of the major responses
and strategies adopted by the rubber smallholders and rubber planters
to overcome the problem of labour shortage in general and tapper
shortage in particular. While examining this, we also discuss some of
the major imperfections that prevail in the tapping labour market based
on the empirical surveys undertaken by the author during three different
time points, viz., 1998-99, 2008-09 and 2012-13. Hopefully, these surveys
undertaken among various stakeholders, viz., rubber growers; rubber
tappers; RPSs; Rubber Production Department (RPD) of the Rubber
Board; rubber planters, etc would enable one to bring out the micro
level issues surfacing the labour market attached to the rubber sector in
Kerala in the right perspective to arrive at meaningful conclusions and
draw actions/ strategies to address the impasse in the labour market from

a long-term perspective.
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3.2.2. Tapper Shortage: Impressions and Locations Facing Shortage

The impressions about tapper shortage as discussed here are mainly
gathered from the brief survey undertaken covering 24 out of the 25
Regional Offices of the Rubber Board and the personal discussions held
with the officials of the RP Department (RPD). Before getting into the
impressions about tapper shortage, it may be useful to examine some of
the crucial indicators of the smallholder rubber sector as emerge from
the data compiled from the regional offices of the Rubber Board for the
latest period 2011-12. The trends on the broad indicators revealing the
current status of the smallholder sector are presented in Table 10.
(See page 36)

Table 10 throws light on some interesting dimensions of the current
status of the smallholder sector in Kerala with certain clues on the
emerging impasse in the labour market as well as production sector as a
whole. First of all, it may be seen that Central Kerala has the highest
share in most of the indicators, viz., number of holdings (37.6%), total
rubber area (38%), tapped area (40%), proportion of tapped area (76%)
and number of RPSs (40%). The average size of a rubber plot as reported
from the three regions hovered around 0.47 ha with Northern Kerala
having the highest size (0.57 ha), followed by Central Kerala (0.47 ha)
and South Kerala (0.37 ha). One of the most important point emerging
from the Table is that tapped area as a proportion of total rubber area is
quite high in all the three regions (71%), with Central Kerala reporting
the highest share (76%), followed by North Kerala (71%) and South
Kerala (66%). Yet another important point is that both South Kerala and
Central Kerala report relatively lower proportions of areas being new
planted and replanted, which suggests that the problem of tapper shortage
will be much more likely to get intensified in these two regions in the
future, unless sustainable solutions for addressing tapper shortage are
arrived at. It is also important to note that all three regions report

significant presence of RPSs covering an average rubber area of 229 ha.
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Given this, it will also be interesting to examine the kind of interventions
or strategies being adopted by these farmer organisations (namely, RPSs)
to come up with solutions to address the labour shortage problems at the

local level.

Since tapper shortage has distinct regional differences and it
changes from location to location, the impressions about tapper shortage
and the proximate reasons for the same as reported by the officials of the
Production and Extension Department of the Rubber Board are also
examined from a regional perspective. Table 11 presents a summary of
the impressions about labour/ tapper shortage; some of the prominent
reasons for the emerging situation as well as the major locations facing

acute tapper shortage in the rubber growing areas of Kerala.

The Table brings out several interesting dimensions of the
problems of tapper shortage. Some of the important factors causing
tapper shortage and the resultant outcomes in the labour market, as can
be seen from Table 11, are: (a) the apparent reluctance shown by the
younger generation in taking up tapping despite the reasonable wages;
(b) increased presence of absentee land owners which poses constraints
in adopting low frequency tapping system (LFT) as well as enhanced
casualties caused to rubber trees and loss of yield/ output due to
unscientific tapping performed by unskilled or low-skilled tappers; (c)
increased tapping tasks; (d) increasing number of untapped plots; (e)
tendency to tap crop-sharing basis; (f) emergence of piece-rate based
wage payment system for tapping, latex collection, sheet making, as
well as other farm related activities, such as fertiliser application,
Rainguarding, plant protection, etc; (g) lack of active women
participation due to hard physical nature of the work; (h) even with
increased wages tapping continuing to be low-paid than agriculture
and other sectors, especially, construction; (i) delayed replanting in
large estates due to shortage of workers; (j) conversion of rubber plots

into real estate development/ housing plots, etc.
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4. Managing Tapper Shortage: Planter/ Grower Responses and
Institutional Strategies

It may be important to discuss the major adaptation strategies
followed by the rubber planters and rubber growers, as well as the
institutional interventions made by the Rubber Board and the RPSs to
address tapper (labour) shortage. While an in-depth survey among the
rubber plantations (estates) was outside the purview of the present
enquiry, evidences from a survey undertaken covering a few rubber
estates in Kerala (including interactions with few leading planters and
officials at the APK) reveals several proactive measures being adopted
by the rubber planters/ companies to overcome the labour/ tapper

shortage problems, as discussed below:

(a) Many estates reflected that they do not face tapper shortage at
the moment, as only 50-60% of the estate area is under tapping
currently. Since felling and replanting activities are delayed in
some plantations to take advantage of the increased prices, there
is also not much demand for general workers for planting
operations. At the same time, many plantations are reportedly
undertaking replanting programmes on a massive scale (almost
30-40% of the total rubber area) and most of the planting
operations are mechanized either due to shortage of labourers or

with a deliberate intention to reduce the size of workers.

(b) Most estates have mechanized most of the field and factory
operations, like weeding, spraying, sheet processing, etc. For
tapping, all new fields under tapping are brought under low
frequency tapping (LFT) systems, like once in three days (S2D3)
or once in 4 days (S2D4) tapping.

(© Many estates report that new workers are being recruited
especially for tapping from nearby localities. Dependents of
permanent workers are recruited as workers in the estate against

the vacancies reported.
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Some estates claim to have sufficient young, resident labour force
attached with them. Hence, when more area is brought under
tapping, these dependent workers can be easily trained and

recruited into the tapping workforce.

In some estates which face shortage, the existing tappers are given
higher task of 400 trees per day. They also employ tappers after
tapping hours for work in the store rooms, field work, etc. Actions
are also taken by the estates to curb unauthorised absenteeism
and thereby to bring in more disciplined and productive work

environment in the plantations.

Most estates had already implemented wage increases since 2007
as proposed by the Plantation Labour Committee and reportedly,
this was the highest ever increase since 1951 in quantum and
percentage. Since rubber prices have also been ruling at higher
levels over the past several years, such wage increases do not
affect the profitability of the estates. The current wages in rubber
estates are reasonably high and plantation workers benefit in
terms of high wages and year full of employment as compared to

many other sectors.

Since tapper and labour shortage during peak season is a cause
for concern, efforts are also being made by few plantation
companies to establish a process of migrant labour and stabilize

the same in the next few years.

As regards the management strategies adopted by the small growers,

the information gathered from the Regional Offices of the Board provide

useful insights. Figure 6 presents the major responses and strategies

adopted by the small growers as well as the RPSs across the 24 regions

under the jurisdiction of the Rubber Board. It may be observed that

sharing of tappers (multiple tapper/ grower dependence) between

adjacent growers has been reported from 83% of the locations. Other
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major strategies adopted by the growers/ RPSs include: (a) engagement
of tappers for tapping work alone (67%); (b) switching over to latex
sales (67%); (c) shift to low frequency tapping systems (63%); (d)
encouraging women to take up tapping and processing (58%); (e)
increased shift towards self-tapping (54%); (f) engaging unskilled
tappers for tapping (46%); (g) providing accommodation and extra wages
to retain tappers (38%); (h) increasing the tapping task of existing tappers
(33%); (i) recruiting non-Keralaite tappers (29%); (j) organising labour/
Rubber Tappers Bank (RTB)!# (29%); (k) giving training in tapping to
marginal holders (21%); (1) offering higher wages to tappers (17%); (m)
introducing contract tapping with crop sharing arrangements (17%); (n)
keeping plots untapped (17%); (o) adopting new tapping system, such
as needle (puncture) tapping method (8%), etc.

Figure 6: Responses and measures adopted by rubber growers and
RPSs in Kerala (n=24)

Plots left untapped

New tapping systems

Provide stay & extra wages for outside tappers
Switching to latex sales

Giving training to marginal holders
Enhanced wages to the tappers

Engaging tapper for tapping only
Organised Labour/ Tapper Bank

Attract women to do tapping & processing
Contract tapping — crop sharing

Shift towards Self tapping

Engage Non-Keralite tappers
Adopting higher tapping task

Involvement of unskilled tappers
Sharing of tappers with adjacent farmers

Shift to Low Frequency Tapping

0.0 10.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0 60.0 70.0 80.0 90.0

Source: Survey and discussion held with 24 RBRO officials, interaction

with RPSs members, rubber growers and tappers.
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On the other hand, results also show that the Rubber Board has
been highly concerned about the shortage of labour and it has initiated
several innovative programmes and strategies to immediately overcome
the crisis. The major interventions made by the Rubber Board to address
the labour/ tapper shortage issues in particular, are presented in Table
12. It may be noted that the major interventions of the Board have been
certainly focused towards strengthening the human capital attached
with the rubber production sector and these programmes inter alia
included formation of Labour/ Rubber Tappers Bank (RTB); Training
in tapping for growers and women; popularizing low frequency tapping
systems; promotion of eco-friendly group processing centres; integrated

tapper training scheme for non-Keralites (ITTSNK), etc.

Among the various interventions and schemes as listed in the
Table 12, the first eight have immense significance and potential in the
context of the tapper shortage and to a large extent, these interventions
if implemented properly, might help resolve the labour market crisis.
Many of the interventions are also more national in character and all the
rubber growing regions of Kerala get benefited from them. Nevertheless,
there are several constraints that come up in the way undermining the
effectiveness of the programmes and their success at the grass roots

level, which will be discussed in the following section.

4.1. Outcomes of Tapper Shortage Management Measures and
Institutional Interventions

A brief discussion about the important outcomes of the measures
adopted by the growers as well as the interventions by the Rubber Board
(RB) to address tapper shortage in Kerala may be useful here. Apparently,
the initiative for formation of Labour Bank or Rubber Tappers’ Bank!?
(RTB) is of very recent origin and the outcomes are yet to be visible. The
objective of the RTB is to generate a pool (bank) of rubber tappers based
on individual tapper registrations at the RPSs or Field Stations of the

RB and it envisages more active involvement of the rubber tappers in
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the training as well as welfare programmes of the Board. It is anticipated
that an approximate number of 2.5 lakh tappers who are currently engaged
in rubber tapping in Kerala would form the RTB and their services can

be extended to the rubber growers based on individual grower demands.
4.1.1. Training New Genre of Tappers and Labour Market Outcomes

With regards to the next important intervention, training in tapping
has been a major activity promoted by the Board to strengthen the
capacities of the workers associated with the rubber industry. To impart
scientific training in tapping, the Board has established Tappers Training
Schools (TTS) attached to the Regional Offices which conduct 30 days
training. TTSs also offer short-duration (8 days) intensive training in
tapping (SDITT) and processing with emphasis on practical aspects.
The SDITT is mainly intended for small growers and their dependants
and workers sponsored by them. Table 13 shows the trends in tappers
training provided by the Board during the five year period, 2007-08 to
2011-12.

Table 13: Trends in training in tapping offered by Rubber Board in
Kerala

Year Males | Females | Total | Females | All India | Kerala
(%) (%)

2007-08 | 2410 2136 4546 47.0 6533 69.6
2008-09 | 2465 2427 4892 49.6 6655 73.5
2009-10 | 2577 2101 4678 44.9 6412 73.0
2010-11 | 2588 2013 4601 43.8 6013 76.5
2011-12 | 2780 1746 4526 38.6 6098 74.2
Total 12819 | 10423 | 23242 44.8 |31711 73.3

Note: The figures are number of persons received training in both long
duration and short duration training in tapping.

Source: Compilation based on information gathered from 24 Regional
Offices of the RB, Oct. — Dec. 2012.
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Table 13 indicates that about a quarter lakh persons were given
training in tapping under the TTS and SDITT during the five year period.
It is also evident that Kerala has been occupying the largest share of
more than 70% in the total number of persons trained during the entire
period. Though the share of women members received training in tapping
hovered around 45%, their share had declined by more than 8% points
between 2007-08 (47%) and 2011-12 (38.6%). The reason for the
declining share of women members received training in tapping is quite

unknown and need further investigation.

However, it may be observed that even the observed level of
women participation in tapper training and skill development in
rubber processing is quite important to be considered given the lower
work participation rate (WPR) among women in agriculture and non-
agriculture sectors in Kerala!®. Further analysis about women
participation in tappers’ training programme across regions shows
quite an interesting trend of increased participation ratios above the
overall average (45%) for almost half of the regions as evident from

Figure 7.

For instance, four regions have indicated women participation
rates in the range of 63-69%, highest being reported in Pathanamthitta
and Nedumangad (69% each), followed by Trivandrum (67%) and
Ernakulam (63%). The participation rates were in the range of 51-60%
in six regions, viz., Adoor (59%), followed by Sreekantapuram (57%),
Changanassery (55%), Kottarakkara (53.4%), Thrissur (52.7%) and
Kothamangalam (51%). Interestingly, most of the regions in North Kerala
have shown abysmally lower turnouts for women in tappers training,
the proportions being the lowest at Kanhangad (13%), Manjery (13.8%)
and Taliparamba (21%). Among the regions in Central Kerala,
Muvattupuzha reports the lowest level of women participation in tappers’

training.
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Figure 7: Women participation in training in tapping across regions
in Kerala, 2008 to 2012
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Note: The figures are five yearly average of women share in total persons
trained in tapping by the Rubber Board during 2007-08 to 2011-12.

Source: Compilation based on information gathered from 24 Regional
Offices of the RB, Oct. — Dec. 2012.

The constant interest shown by women to acquire tapping skills
is to be seen as an important aspect especially in the context of the
emerging tapper shortage in the state. The important issues emerge here
is that: (a) whether the interest shown by women in learning tapping and
acquiring the skills in rubber processing get effectively translated in
terms of their active presence in the tapping labour market?; (b) if yes,
how dynamic is their presence in the labour market across regions; (c) to
what extent their presence help reduce or mitigate the pressing problems
of tapper shortage?; and (d) if women actively participate in the labour
market, are they adequately compensated for their contributions in
tapping, latex collection, transporting the latex to the collection/

processing centre (point), sheet making, etc?
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In fact, these are some of the pertinent issues that require more
empirical scrutiny in terms of region-wise analysis. As these issues are
much beyond the scope of analysis of this paper, it is possible to make
some quick reflections about the status of ‘gender dynamism’ in the

rubber production sector, including the labour market in Kerala.

Unlike the dominant presence of women in the production and
processing activities in the tea, coffee, cardamom and rubber plantations,
active participation of women in the rubber smallholdings has been
quite negligible in Kerala. This is mainly due to the fact that rubber
tapping involves physical exertion in terms of high mobility in the
rubber plots to tap the rubber plants that are located in undulating
topographies and remote areas. Added to these structural issues is the
requirement of performing the tapping activity in the early hours of the
day, which jeopardizes the routine household chores of women. In view
of these practical difficulties, the active presence of women in the
smallholdings has always been either non-existent or negligible. This
trend is in sharp contrast to the rubber plantations in Kerala, where
women account for almost 47% of the total strength of rubber tappers as
well as about 56% of the general workers engaged in weeding and other

activities, such as fertiliser application, soil conservation, etc.

However, one of the important points emerge from the stakeholder
surveys is that in many areas women are seen quite actively supporting
their male counter parts (tappers and growers) in collecting the latex,
carrying it to the sheet making point, coagulating, drying of the sheet,
etc. Reportedly, this trend, coined by some as ‘wife assisted latex
collection’ (WALC) has been on the increase in many areas!”. This
arrangement, which is getting widespread in Kerala at present, is an
informal one and enables the tappers to complete their tapping
commitments with other growers. However, a major drawback of this
arrangement is that the contributions by women are not at all compensated

in terms of extra wages or any other types of incentives. Interestingly,
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the field level interactions reveal that in the absence of any such
incentives or additional wages that compensates for the contribution by
women, a large number of women, who earlier have been actively helping
in latex collection and other activities, are now opt for participating in
the NREGS, which is economically rewarding as well. Perhaps, this
could also be one reason for the declining number of women members

undergoing training in tapping as seen in Table 13.
4.1.2. Import of Tappers and the Labour Market Outcomes

Historically, expansion of rubber plantations (like other
plantations) in Kerala during early decades of the 1990s has been heavily
dependent on migrant workers, especially tappers from neighbouring
areas of Tamil Nadu. Later, wide-scale of adoption of rubber by the
smallholders also triggered inter-regional as well as intra-regional
migration of workers in Kerala between 1940 and 1960'8. Arguably,
such inter as well as intra-state labour migrations could resolve the
labour shortages in the rubber plantation and smallholding sectors in
the earlier decades of rubber expansion. For instance, when there had
taken place migration of labourers from Northern Kerala (erstwhile
Malabar region) to work in rubber plantations in Central and Southern
Kerala, there was a counter cyclical migration of peasants and workers

from Central and Southern Kerala to the Northern regions!®.

However, such inter-regional or intra-regional migration of tappers
or workers will no longer be a possible solution to the current labour
market crisis in the face of tapper shortage, as almost all regions face
similar problems of tapper shortage. On the other hand, unlike the earlier
decades, there is no such a highly ‘distressed working class’ currently in
Kerala who are very keen to migrate internally and take the advantage
of the situation. The significant advancements taken place in the socio-
economic status of the labourers not only pre-empt them from joining
the labour (also tapping labour) market, but also persuades them to

discourage their younger children from joining the tapping labour market.
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Given this wide-spread reality, perhaps the only short-term solution
has been to import workers from outside Kerala and employ them for
tapping in areas of acute shortage after providing necessary training.
Being the sole agency promoting rubber cultivation, the Rubber Board
has been diligently following the task of bringing workers from other
states, particularly from North Eastern states of Assam (Nagaon, Jorhat),
Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland and Meghalaya (Tura) as well as other
states, such as Jharkhand (Ranchi), West Bengal, Orissa (Baripada), etc.
This new policy initiative, known as Integrated Tapper Training Scheme
for Non-Keralites (ITTSNK) by the Rubber Board was launched during
2010-11 with an objective to ensure the supply of migrant labourers
from non-traditional rubber growing states to perform tapping and other
plantation based activities, such as weeding, plant protection, etc. It is
reported that so far, 231 non- Keralite youths were trained and were
allotted to various RPSs in Kerala (Rubber Board, http://
rubberboard.org.in/scheme.asp).

While a detailed study on the impact of the ITTSNK in addressing
the labour market crisis including the tapper shortage issues is yet to be
made available, a preliminary assessment by George (2012) observes
that the intervention did not yield the desired results though the
allotment of the trained tappers is done through the RPS network. Based
on the details of the ITTSNK (till May 2011), it is reported that hardly

34% of the trained labourers have been retained in the smallholdings.

In this regard, our interactions with some of the Model RPSs that
have already launched the Rubber Tapper Bank scheme reveal mixed
outcomes with respect to the recruitment of migrant tappers from outside

Kerala as being promoted by the Rubber Board since the past 3-4 years.

4.1.2.1. Rubber Tappers’ Bank and Changing Local Labour Market
Environment

The Kakkombu Model RPS in Muttom Panchayat in Idukki
district is one of the few RPSs to form Rubber Tappers’ Bank by bringing
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young workers from Arunachal Pradesh and give them training in tapping.
The Tapper Bank was in operational since 2006 and currently, there are
10 non-Keralaite tappers, who are staying at the RPS building. While
four of the nine migrant tappers have been working in the area since the
last 4-5 years, rest of them are relatively new to join the labour bank. In
fact, 2 of them came with the influence of a senior tapper in the group,
who came here five years back. From the interactions with the Kakkombu
RPS members, it is understood that the migrant tapper arrangement with
the RPS has been going smooth so far as the workers have been able to
perform tapping and other assigned tasks to the satisfaction of the grower

community.

In turn, the migrant tappers are also able to get other jobs (along
with tapping), such as weed cutting, panel protection, rainguarding, etc
in and around the area, which also fetch them additional income besides
the tapping wages. Since the Kakkombu RPS also has a Group Processing
Centre (GPC) attached to it, the migrant workers are also employed in

the GPC for processing of latex into sheet rubber.

Interaction with the migrant workers revealed that they could
significantly benefit after joining the labour bank at the RPS. The workers
reflected that migration to work in rubber holdings in Kerala has
increased their annual earnings along with giving adequate opportunities
for improving their skill levels as evident from Table 14. It also indicates
that the non-Keralite tappers are able to send a reasonable annual income
back to their homes, which even enabled their households to invest in
buying land in their native villages back home. Those interviewed are
also very keen to encourage their friends and relatives to come to Kerala
and explore job opportunities either in tapping or other jobs, depending

on the availability.

The initiatives by Rubber Board towards launching RTB have
been reported to be making some positive impacts in some locations
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that are reeling under tapper shortage. For instance, the Board had
brought in about 40 workers from Assam and other states and trained
them in rubber tapping and allocated them to various tapper short areas
under the jurisdiction of the regional office, Kottarakkara. However,
discussions with farmers and RPS members in this region have revealed
that despite such efforts, there exists improper management of latex
collection and sheet making in the region. This area requires proper
capacity building among the growers. Activities, such as weeding,
fertiliser application etc, are being done by workers from Nepal, West

Bengal, Bihar, etc.

One advantage of non-Kerala tappers over native tappers, as
observed by the growers, is that the non-Keralite tappers do not show
any inhibitions in doing tapping even during rainy season, if asked for.
Moreover, when non-Keralite tappers are engaged, they properly do the
latex collection as well as processing of rubber, unlike the lapse and
lack of sincerity shown by the existing native tappers. It is widely reported
that in the emergent scenario of acute tapper shortage, tappers on job
often do not collect the scrap from the rubber trees, as they consider it
waste of time. In terms of work performance, it is reported that non-
Keralite workers complete the work in a day, which workers from Kerala
do in one a half a day’s time. At the same time, it is also being reported
that proper training and monitoring of the tapping work done by non-
Keralaite tappers becomes essential to ensure that the improper or

unscientific tapping does not cause damage to the trees.

Experiments with RTBs are also going on in a few of the other
RPSs in the Pala region, viz., Anthiyalam, Aimcombu, Vayala East and
Thekkumury. In such instances, workers brought from states, such as
Jharkhand, West Bengal and Assam are trained and engaged with the
above RPSs, which also operate group processing centres (GPC).
However, it is reported that, though many workers have been given
training in tapping, hardly 25-30% of these newly trained tappers stick

to the work due to problems of adjustment in the new environment and
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locality. By and large, the problems faced in such arrangements as
reported by the growers and the non-Keralite tappers are related to the
drastic changes to be brought in the food habits and life style in the new
place. Absence of friendship networks, separation from the family as
well as the problems in getting social acceptance among the growers
and other local people in the new areas are also reported to be major
reasons for the retreat of the newly trained non-Keralite tappers. Also,
there is a clear preference among the traditional growers in particularZ’,
for local tappers and this preference being so strong, all such migrant
tapper-tying arrangements to overcome tapper (labour) shortage are most

likely to have limited success and operational significance.

Similar trends are being reported from Kanjirapally area, where
hardly 5-6 non-Keralite tappers are available for work, despite training
more than 20 workers. A major reason indicated for this lukewarm
response from migrant tappers is that, perhaps the workers have been
brought in the pretext that they will be immediately absorbed in the
labour market as tappers after training. But, this was not agreeable to
many growers as they feared that these workers, who are newly introduced
into tapping, might cause more damage to the rubber trees. Hence, it was
commonly agreed that these workers be absorbed initially for non-
tapping jobs (like weeding, fertiliser application, rainguarding, panel
protection, etc) and later engage them into tapping once they acquire
skill and confidence in scientifically and efficiently managing the
tapping task assigned. In fact, this condition was not agreeable to the
newly trained migrant workers as they are asked to perform work other
than tapping which fetch them lower wages/ earnings than tapping. In
effect, this strategy of labour absorption with gradual promotion to
tapping as conceived by the RPSs in some cases has not been quite
successful in retaining the trained workers from other states, without
much positive impact in resolving the crisis in the labour market. Further,
in Taliparamba region in North Kerala, some of the RPSs have trained

workers from Nagaland and incorporated them into the labour market



63

by allocating them to areas facing tapper shortage. But, it turned out
that after few months of work, they all went back home indicating a

return, but, never turned up.

The scattered cases of recruiting non-Keralite tappers as described
above show mixed responses in terms of their implementational
outcomes. It also underscores that such ad hoc crisis management
strategies seem to work only under conditions where the migrant tappers
are given adequate facilities for accommodation, recreation, other
employment opportunities besides tapping, fulfilling the terms of
contract, etc. As such, there are several inherent limitations in broad-
basing or scaling up such an innovative strategy across regions in Kerala
due to many operational level constraints as discussed above. It is also
important to note that currently, much of such labour recruitment
processes are based on individual grower initiatives (except for a few
instances where the Rubber Board and the RPSs took the lead) and there
are several problems with respect to: (a) arriving at mutually beneficial
contractual terms; (b) provisions for social protection and health of the
migrant tappers; (c) transaction costs?! involved in accessing information
about the attributes of the workers, their assimilative capacity while

learning tapping skills, integrity in performing the assigned tasks, etc.
5. Towards Reinventing Policies and Institutional Strategies

The foregoing analysis clearly demonstrates the labour market
dilemmas caused by the emergent tapper shortage affecting rubber sector
in Kerala. Arguably, tapper shortage as emerged in Kerala’s rubber sector
may be equated with that of the Indian rubber plantation sector in view
of the preeminent status of Kerala in rubber production. In a comparative
sense, it may be viewed that the tapper shortage as loom large in Kerala’s
rubber sector is a replica of the labour shortages as experienced in other
dominant rubber producing countries, such as Malaysia, Thailand,
Indonesia, China and Sri Lanka and some parallels can be drawn between

India (Kerala) and these countries.
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More precisely, the process of rubber expansion in all these
countries had passed through serious labour shortage problems due to
various exogenous and endogenous factors. For instance, Malaysia
experienced serious labour (tapper shortage) in the 1980s and 1990s
owing to: (a) land grant (settlement) policies along with intense rubber
plantation development programmes under the aegis of the FELDA;
and (b) poor wages and working conditions in the plantations?2. The
phenomenal growth in the manufacturing, construction and services
sectors had caused significant labour movements from plantations to
those sectors. Malaysia tried to resolve the rubber plantation labour
shortages through: (a) increased importation of immigrant workers from
Indonesia, Nepal, China, Bangladesh, Burma (Myanmar), India, etc; (b)
adoption of low intensive tapping systemsZ3; (c) limited adoption of
labour saving tapping implements, such as semi-automatic tapping
knives; and (d) reduced acreage under rubber along with massive land
conversion to other crops, particularly oil palm (Mascarefias, 2010; Kaur,
2006). In Indonesia, the Asian financial crisis had adversely affected its
rubber industry and many tappers have looked for jobs elsewhere or
switched to oil palm, leading to labour supply shortages in North Sumatra
(where violence compounds the current difficulties), South Sumatra
and Jambi (Balsiger, et al., 2000).

Whereas, countries, such as China and Sri Lanka have mainly
adopted measures, such as: (a) promotion of innovative tapping
techniques; (b) reducing the tapping frequency by adopting LFTs;
(c) applying gaseous stimulant to stimulate latex yield and increasing
cutting spots from two to four per tree (Xing, Lu and Lin Song, 2010;
Rodrigo, 20072%). In contrast, Thailand tried to address the tapper
shortages experienced in rubber sector through a radical move
towards a system of crop sharing, wherein, almost 30-40% of the
crop is being shared as tapping wages (Somboonsuke, 2000;
Viswanathan, 20006).
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“However, the scenario of emerging tapper shortage in Kerala is
quite distinct when compared to other major rubber producing countries,
as rubber in Kerala is produced mostly by small and marginal farmers
with an average holding size of 0.5 ha and below. Even if we examine
the scenario between smallholder and estate sectors in Kerala, it may be
seen that the smallholder sector bears the brunt of tapper shortage. This
is because, though almost 10% of the total rubber area in Kerala is under
the estate sector, many of the rubber plantations do not face serious
shortage of workers and tappers at the current moment, as observed

above.

Certainly, the tapper scarcity as experienced in the smallholder
sector had also resulted in significant increase in wages and earnings of
tappers as well as other workers. The wage increase was also induced by
the steady increase as well as stability in rubber prices over the past
several years. As prices were increasing, rubber growers also positively
responded by increasing the tapping wages significantly as already
observed (Tables 7, 8 and 9). While growers tried to manage the tapper
shortage by paying the increased tapping wages as well as adopting
other short-term crisis management measures as discussed, there was
also increased mechanisation of weeding operations in regions without
any exception. This trend towards increased mechanisation of weeding
operations was also facilitated by institutional support by the Rubber

Board through 50% subsidy for buying weed cutting machines.
5.1. Market Uncertainties and Sustainability of Income Flows

It is important to note that the tightening of the labour market in
the context of labour shortage had resulted in significant increase in
wages of all activities associated with the rubber production, besides
tapping. It also had resulted in narrowing down of the wage disparity
that existed earlier among tappers across regions in Kerala. A piece rate
based wage payment system has come to stay in almost all the regions

with minimum inter-regional variations in the rates. For instance, while
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tapping wages hovered between Rs. 150 to 225 per 100 tree, the daily
wages for fertiliser application ranged between Rs. 550 to Rs 750.
Similarly, wages for rainguarding touched Rs. 5 to 7 Rs .50 per tree and
wages for operating mechanised weed cutter became Rs. 175 to Rs. Rs
250.

It may be observed that the simultaneous rise in rubber prices and
the subsequent increase in wages of all kinds had resulted in a win-win
situation for the growers as well as tappers and other workers as also
evident from Table 15. As evident from the Table, both the earnings of
growers and tappers have increased by more than 13% and 16% per
annum respectively between 2008 and 2012. In a relative sense, income
gain was more for tappers than growers and there was also a notable
increase in the relative share of wages paid to tappers during 2012
(56%) as compared to 2008 (50%).

Table 15: Changes in earnings of rubber growers and tappers between
2008 and 2012

Earnings Year South | Central North Overall
Kerala Kerala Kerala |Kerala (67)
(n=22) | (n=23) (n=22)

Earnings of | 2008 78687 | 80531 84579 81266
Growers 2012 126079 [135550 | 145325 | 135652

(Rs.) (%)rise/ | 12.0 13.7 14.4 13.4
annum

Wages paid | 2008 42853 | 41666 38457 41002
to tappers 2012 72438 | 85170 68454 75454

(Rs.) (%) rise/ 13.8 20.9 15.6 16.8
annum
Tapping 2008 54.5 51.7 45.5 50.5
wages 2012 57.5 62.8 47.1 55.6
(% share)

Source: Survey data, 2012
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However, it needs a mention here that the growing shortage may
further increase the tapping and other wages in the near future, which
may not be acceptable to the growers, as majority of them feel that
tapping wages are already the highest in relation to the services rendered
by the tappers. In general, it is learnt from the discussions that a large
segment of rubber growers are highly apprehensive of the poor and less
scientific ways of tapping being performed by the low-skilled tappers in
many areas. On the other hand, rubber prices have been falling in recent
times, signaling a crisis in the output market, which may not be possible
to be transmitted to the labour market in terms of depressing the wages

as had happened during the plantation crisis of late 1990s.

Hence, it may be argued that sustainability of smallholder rubber
system would face a perilous situation, if such market uncertainties as
caused by drastic price fall emerges in future and persists for long,
adversely affecting the fortunes of a vast majority of small and marginal
producers in Kerala, majority of whom are currently left with tiny plots
of rubber with smaller number of tappable trees (even 50-100 trees).
For instance, the census of rubber holdings undertaken by the Rubber
Board’s Regional Office, Nedumangad during 1998-99 brings out an
interesting dimension of the already declined holding size. The
distribution of 30 villages in the Nedumangad taluk based on the average
size of tapped rubber holdings reveals that in almost 57% of the villages,
the average size of rubber tapped area fall in the range of 0.21 to 0.25 ha
(average size being 0.23 ha) with the average number of trees tapped
being 103. This point to the fact that a tapper who is exclusively engaged
in tapping such a plot with few numbers of rubber trees ends up earning
an annual tapping wage of Rs. 16000-17000 even at the prevailing high
tapping wages. Similarly, it is quite likely that in the face of growing
market uncertainties, a drastic decline in prices might disrupt the
earnings of a large segment of the marginal rubber growers who own

tiny plot with small number of tappable trees.
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5.2. Revisiting Planting and Extension Support Policies

Invariably, the perceptible decline in the operational holdings in
Kerala might have triggered the crisis in the labour market, as the already
scarce tapping labour force are getting thinly distributed with the
attendant problems involved in getting an ideal tapping task to earn a
reasonable wage income. To a certain extent, the scaling down of the
plantation development (replanting and new planting) subsidy
programme to a minimum size of 0.10 ha?® would also have induced the
process of sub-division and fragmentation of plots as the provision of
subsidy by the Rubber Board is contingent upon strict demarcation of
area intended for replanting/ new planting. Though the scale of subsidy
that a small marginal grower gets for planting rubber in 0.10 ha is
negligible, he/ she opts for the same, as such support also makes him/her
eligible for all the R&D and extension systems provided by the Board.
A case in point is the latest support provided in terms of subsidy for
purchasing weed cutter machines?’. Though the subsidy for procuring
weed cutting machine has been quite helpful to a large number of farmers
facing acute labour shortage, the fact that the machine is also used for
clearing weeds in non-rubber lands makes the cash subsidy given by the
Board highly misplaced. Incidentally, such a subsidy could have been
effectively utilized for strengthening capacities of the rubber tapping

labourers.

This point leads to the important issue of labour welfare (LW)
schemes of the Board. Though labour welfare programmes of the Board
have grown in heaps and bounds over the past decades, the assistances
have been thinly distributed across labourers both in the plantation and
smallholder sectors. Table 16 presents the extent of benefits distributed
to workers across regions in Kerala during 2011-12. It shows that workers
from Central Kerala are the major benefactors of the schemes with more
than 50% share in the total number of beneficiaries (54.5%) and amount

distributed (53%). While the average amount received by beneficiary
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was about Rs. 5000 at the aggregate level, the scale of benefit varies
across the seven LW schemes from Rs. 1000-2000 for educational stipend
scheme to Rs. 5000 for sanitation scheme and further to Rs. 15000 per
beneficiary under the housing subsidy scheme for SC/ST.

Table 16: Distribution of Benefits under Labour Welfare Schemes by
Rubber Board, 2011-12

Region Labour welfare schemes Amount per
beneficiary (Rs.)
Beneficiaries Amount (Lakhs)
South Kerala | 1035 (20.7) 39.22 (17.8) 4036
Central Kerala| 2719 (54.5) 116.06 (52.8) 4322
North Kerala | 1235 (24.8) 64.69 (29.4) 5261
Total 4989 (100.0) 219.97 (100.0) 4576

Note: Figures in parentheses indicate the respective shares in total.
Source: Data gathered from 24 ROs of the Rubber Board, 2012.

However, it is important to note that while the allocations for
labour welfare schemes by the Board had increased over time, the
aggregate amount of support is nominal when compared to the support
given for the rubber growers under the rubber plantation development
(RPD) scheme. In a relative sense, the amount expended for LW schemes
constitute hardly 4% to 5% of the total amount spent for RPD schemes
at the national level (Appendix 1), which is an important area for concern
needing a fresh look in the event of growing labour and tapper shortage
in Kerala. At the same time, it is also important to note that the labour
welfare schemes in the current format is more broad-based and may not
act as effective instruments to retain the existing tappers as well as
attract newer ones into tapping. Attracting youngsters through various
incentives and innovative programmes should form the integral aspects
of labour welfare programmes of the Board in the emerging context. At

the same time, it is also important that new labour welfare programmes
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should also be specifically devised for attracting and retaining migrant

tappers whose requirements might be different from the local tappers.

5.3. Policies and Interventions to Strengthen the Domestic Labour
Market

As clearly emerge from the analysis, sourcing migrant tappers
from outside Kerala is not going to offer sustainable solutions to the
labour/ tapper shortage problems in Kerala. This is because of the limited
success of the scattered efforts by the Rubber Board as well as RPSs and
individual growers. Besides various other concerns, including social
acceptance of the migrant tappers among the rubber growers, brining
the non-Keralite tappers involve huge transaction costs in terms of: (a)
search and recruitment costs; and (b) supervision and retention costs. It
would also entail more state level initiatives for providing adequate

social protection for the workers.

Hence, the feasible solutions to tapper shortage problems in the
state lies in strengthening the domestic labour market are through: (a)
effectively retaining the existing tapping labour force, majority of whom
are highly experienced, skilled and committed to the profession; (b)
promotion of technological innovations in rubber tapping, including
provision of incentives for wider adoption of LFTs23 ; and (c) attracting
younger generations as well as women towards tapping. The Rubber
Board and other stakeholders in the rubber sector should seriously
consider the increasing visibility of women in the tapping labour market
[through informal assistances rendered to their male counter parts] along
with the growing enthusiasm among women in acquiring tapping skills
and try to be highly responsive to such dynamism emerging in the

labour market, which was unprecedented.

More importantly, given the distinct demographic and socio-
economic transformation taken place in Kerala over the past 2-3 decades

along with changing aspirations and life styles of the youth?® [which
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also received wider social acceptance in the state by nowl], it is high
time to explore how the younger generations can be attracted to join the
tapping labour market in Kerala. Primarily, this calls for devising
strategies and technological innovations for processing and product
development programmes based on a closer understanding of the
preferences of the youth in and around rubber growing regions in the
state. Even guaranteeing a fixed monthly income for rubber tapping on
par with the alternative employment options (like driving rickshaws,
cabs, construction, service providing activities) might help to a large

extent to attract youngsters into tapping.

Being the lead institution in the promotion of smallholder rubber
system in Kerala, the Rubber Board may consider the following points
for close scrutiny and examine their worthiness for possible

implementation to overcome the crisis in the labour market.

1. Forming a Rubber Tappers’ Society (RTS) to be based at the
RPSs;
2. Establishment of eco-friendly group processing centres’® with a

potential of employing a minimum of 8-10 tappers;

3. Creating locally feasible job opportunities at the RPSs for young
tappers to engage into, after doing tapping as in the case of the GPCs;

4. Providing partial financial assistances to younger tappers to start

self-employment, small business, purchase of auto rickshaws;

5. Reserving job opportunities available at the Regional/ Field
Offices to the young tappers;

6. Organising or offering support for skill development programmes

in other activities with increased upward occupational mobility;

7. Introducing a monthly pension scheme to old/ experienced
tappers and new tappers who have a minimum of five years

experience in tapping;
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8. Creating a specific fund (realized through collection of rubber
cess), called, ‘Tapper Welfare Fund’ based at the RPSs, which is
to be given to the needy workers/ tappers for medical expenses
and other contingencies. A fixed amount can be distributed per
annum to the registered tappers without seeking for certifications

or proof of the expenses incurred,;

9. Scaling up and increasing capacities of the existing group
processing centres (attached with the RPSs) with the scope for
providing employment to a minimum of five young tappers from

the local areas, etc;

10.  Setting up of rubber wood primary processing factories in few
more locations, which could potentially employ a minimum of

15-20 tappers.

In summing up, the observations and arguments made in this paper
are drawn based on surveys among rubber growers, tappers, RPSs as well
as discussions with the key officials in the Production Department of
the Rubber Board. The analysis reflecting on the stakeholder impressions
about the emerging tapper shortage, its impacts on the local labour
market, agrarian relations, the responses and strategies being adopted
by growers, planters, RPSs and the Rubber Board for managing the
crisis brings out some interesting issues that need further empirical
scrutiny involving larger coverage of growers, tappers and regions. A
critical issue emerging from the entire analysis is the sustainability of
the smallholder rubber production system in Kerala in the context of the
labour market crisis, and the long-term feasibility of the institutional
and policy regime followed for the vigorous expansion of rubber devised
by the Rubber Board in the 1950s through 1980s, which apparently
pose several challenges in a severely land and labour constrained society.
This certainly calls for a fresh look at the whole gamut of policies,
institutions and governance regimes that facilitated rubber expansion

in Kerala in a historic perspective.
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The decline in employment (excluding harvesting and post-harvesting
operations) due to a decline in area would have been around 35 million
man days between mid seventies and early eighties and around 50 million
man days by mid nineties (Kannan, 1999). The decline in employment has
often been ascribed to the decline of area under paddy by more than 50%
over time along with neglect of the highly labour intensive cultural operations
due to the phenomenal increase in wage costs (Viswanathan, et al., 2003).

For more detailed discussion on the dynamics of functioning of the
agricultural labour markets and changing agrarian relations in the state, see
Nair (1997); Thomas and Thomas (1999a, b); and Kannan (1998, 1999).

Historically, agricultural wage rates in Kerala in general have been high due
to the unionised strength of the workers despite high rates of unemployment.
The role of sociological factors operating through the modernising influence
of education (which has also tended to concentrate less on technical and
vocational training) had played an important role in shaping people’s attitude
to work (Eapen, 1999).

Though rubber in Kerala was introduced as an estate/ plantation crop in the
early 1990s, it has witnessed significant adoption by the small growers over
time due to a variety of favourable factors (see George et al., 1988). Currently,
rubber in Kerala is even considered as a ‘homestead crop’ and the
smallholdings sector accounts for almost 89% of area and 93% of production
of rubber.

As observed, the crisis has been turned as an opportunity by the planters to
do away with all social security and welfare provisions as stipulated by the
Plantation Labour Act 1951. The unfriendly labour policies and labour
retrenchment measures as adopted by the plantations in the context of the
crisis have resulted in serious implications for the sustainable future of
plantations. This has become more evident from the acute labour shortage
experienced by the plantation units despite a reasonable improvement in
prices of plantation products and wages in recent years. A significant
proportion of the workers have already migrated to other industries following
the retrenchment policies adopted by the planters (Viswanathan and Shah,
2012a).

This figure of tapper requirement of 1.7 tappers per ha has been derived
based on discussion with experienced rubber planters/ growers as well as
experts at the Association of Planters Kerala.

Based on the latest available information, rubber plantations in Kerala provide
employment for about 0.6 lakh workers and women constitute about 48%
of this work force (Labour Bureau, 2009).

Rubber tapping requires a special skill which has to be acquired through
training. It is reported that majority of the existing tappers (58%) acquires
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tapping skill undergoing apprenticeship with experienced fellow tappers,
while a large number (20%) learns it by doing slaughter tapping. The
Tappers Training School (TTS) established by the Rubber Board has also
been a major source of training as reported by 15% of the tappers (Source:
Survey of Rubber Tappers undertaken by the author during 2008).

Tapping is the process of extracting latex from a rubber tree, which is done
by shaving the bark of a mature rubber tree at a specific height and slope.
The latex flowing through the cut portion is collected in a cup and then
converted into usable forms of processed rubber.

More or less similar observation has been made by Strasser (2009) who
reported that in a village (Thalanadu) in Central Kerala, about 63% of the
rubber growers adopted alternate daily tapping system, while 8% followed
once in three days tapping (S2D3) and 3% followed daily tapping.
Interestingly, about 15% of the growers adopted variable system of tapping,
which meant the flexibility exercised by the growers in adopting tapping
system depending on prices and labour availability. Further, in an earlier
study undertaken during 1997-98, Viswanathan and Rajasekharan (2001)
reported that about 89% of the growers in Central Kerala had adopted
alternate daily tapping (S2D2) system. Interestingly, the adoption of alternate
daily tapping system was quite high in Northern Kerala (95%) and Palakkad
(92%).

The relative share of part-time farmers was reported to be of significant
proportion across regions in the state and it was exceptionally high in the
Southern region (78 %) compared to Central (52%) and Northern (24%)
regions in Kerala (George, 1999).

While the share of smallholdings with an average size below two hectares in
the total rubber area had increased from 24% during 1955-56 to 77% in
2009-10, the average holding size declined from 0.50 hectares to 0.46 ha at
the national level. The corresponding decline in the size of rubber holdings
in Kerala has been much more severe as evident from the micro-level trends
in replanting and newplanting, where the unit area planted hovers around
0.25-0.30 ha in a large number of instances (Data compiled by the author
from the Production Department of the Rubber Board).

The syndrome of ‘Multiple grower dependence among tappers’ signifies
the attachment of a tapper to more than one grower at a time in order to
accomplish the task of tapping. Under this arrangement, a tapper taps rubber
trees in more than one plots owned by a single or more growers. This trend
towards multiple grower dependence has emerged in Kerala particularly
since the late 1990s in the face of tapper shortage on the one hand and the
lack of availability of adequate number of trees from a single rubber plot
due to fragmentation of holdings (Viswanathan, et al., 2003).

The main objective for formation of Rubber Tappers Bank (RTB) is to
ensure due recognition, social status, attractive remuneration and job security
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for tappers and thereby to motivate skilled and trained hands to remain in
the job who are instrumental for realizing the envisaged production,
productivity and economic life span of rubber plantations. The Rubber
Tappers Banks are envisaged as Self Help Groups functioning under Rubber
Producers Society (Rubber Board).

The RPS based labour bank (LB) formation is being highly promoted by
the Rubber Board, to overcome the labour shortage. A minimum of 5
members is the stipulated size to form a labour bank attached to the RPS.
It is reported that 9 RPSs have already formed the labour bank. The
assistances provided under the labour bank include cash benefits worth
Rs. 8000 besides ensuring minimum 100 days tapping work. Accordingly,
it ensures a minimum of 25 days of tapping work per month, weather
protection allowance of Rs. 100 for 50 days (Rs. 5000); Medical allowance
of Rs. 1000, etc (Source: personal communication with Dy. Rubber
Production Commissioner, Rubber Board Regional Office, Pala, dt. 28
December 2012).

Census 2001 shows that Kerala has the lowest workforce participation rate
among females among all the major states in India. The total workforce in
Kerala, according to the 2001 Census estimates is around 10.3 million out
of which 7.8 millions are males and only 2.5 millions are females. While the
female WPR at the national level had increased from 22.3% during 1991 to
25.7% during 2001, the corresponding figures for Kerala had remained
below 16% during both the Census periods. Even the later assessments
made by the NSSO 61 Round (July 2004 — June 2005) indicated a relatively
lower WPR in rural farm employment for Kerala (26%) as against 33% at
the all-India level (Viswanathan and Mandal, 2012b).

An earlier study (Viswanathan et al., 2000) also highlighted this aspect of
significant contribution by women family members in helping their male
counterparts (tappers and self-tapping growers) in latex collection,
coagulation, sheet making, etc. It has been reported that majority of the
tappers (56%) surveyed were receiving the help from female family members
in latex collection and sheet making.

The process of peasant migration that took place between 1940 and 1960
from Travancore to the Malabar region of Kerala and the socio-economic
situations including tenurial conditions that prevailed in these regions have
been extensively documented (Panikar et al., 1978; Panikkar 1979; Raj and
Tharakan, 1983; George and Tharakan, 1984; Joseph, 1988; Radhakrishnan,
1989).

While there are no conclusive evidences as regards the actual estimates of
the volume of migrants from Travancore to Malabar, the 1971 Census data
shows that the total Christian population in Malabar region was 442510
when compared to just 31191 as per the 1931 Census. The Directory of
Catholic Diocese of Tellicherry also substantiates this point indicating that
the catholic population in the diocese has increased from 123219 in 1960 to
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292815 in 1971, registering an increase of almost 138 per cent (Directory
of Diocese of Tellicherry for 1960 and 1971, as cited in Joseph, 1988).

Reportedly, this strong preference for local workers/ tappers emerges from
the concerns among the elderly growers that the significant presence of
migrant workers in the village surroundings might disturb the ‘otherwise
peaceful’ life in the villages. To strengthen such emotive feelings, they also
share the common feeling that unlike the migrant workers, the local workers
give due respect to the social milieu in the villages.

Cultivators generally prefer workers whose capabilities are known to them.
In the absence of such information, it may not be possible for a farmer to
allocate a worker to a task in which he or she has comparative advantage,
which is a case of market segmentation and information asymmetries. If the
farmers do not have adequate information about the capabilities and the
integrity of a worker, he would rather go without employing anyone. An
issue closely related to transaction cost is supervision cost. If there is no
supervision, workers have a tendency to shirk work. The cost of supervising
workers is a barrier to the efficient allocation of workers by task and a
source of inefficiency (Nair, 1997).

In Malaysia, labour shortage has been plaguing the rubber plantation industry
and some of the smallholdings were even abandoned due to this problem.
Figures from the Malaysian Agricultural Producers’ Association show that
during 2003 the labour supply could meet only about 50 percent of the
actual requirement in the estate sector. The latest census carried out by the
Rubber Industry Smallholders Development Authority (RISDA), in 2002
indicated that the vast majority of rubber smallholders are in the age groups
of 50-60 years old or above 60 years (Xing, Lu and Lin Song, 2010).

Malaysia developed the short cut system of rubber latex extraction, called
the RRIMFLOW (after Rubber Research Institute of Malaysia) to overcome
the constraints faced by the rubber industry, caused by scarcity of skilled
tappers, rising costs of production, low productivity per unit area and hence
poor profitability margin. This system, which was being evaluated since
1991, has been adopted commercially in large areas. It is currently
recommended for commercial adoption, 15 years of age and above and on
old rubber, 5 to 8 years from replanting (www.emp.com.my/emp/
rrimflowwriteup.html).

In China, as the cutting frequency was reduced and tapping with chemical
stimulus was introduced, the number of total cuts in a year dropped from
105 in 1997 to less than 80 in 2002, a reduction of 30% of cuts and saving
one third of bark and prolonging the service years of the rubber trees. By
reducing the cut wounds, the possibility of wound-related diseases has been
accordingly reduced (Xing, Lu and Lin Song, 2010).

The details of the census of rubber holdings as undertaken by the Rubber Board
Regional Office Nedumangad during 1998-99 are presented in Table below.
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Distribution of villages in Nedumangad Taluk, based on average size of
tapped area

Hold size (ha) Villages (#) Avg. size | Trees tapped | Tapper earnings
(Rs.)
Below 0.2 8 (26.7) 0.18 81 13423
0.21- 0.25 17 (56.6) 0.23 103 16946
0.26 — 0.30 3 (10.0) 0.28 127 20896
0.31 + 2 (6.7) 0.33 150 24781
Total 30 0.22 101 16669

Note: Figures in parentheses indicate the respective share in total number of taluks.

Source: Nedumangad RO, Rubber Board, personal interview with Dy. RPC, Dt.

26

27

28

29

30

7.11.2012.

The Growers new planting or replanting rubber in any one year in a minimum
area of 0.10 hectare of contiguous land or part of 0.10 hectare if that part is
the only area remaining to be replanted in an estate will be eligible for
assistance under the Scheme (Rubber Board, 2012).

In an initiative to promote farm mechanisation and address the labour
shortage, the Rubber Board has launched a scheme for providing financial
aid to Rubber Producers’ Societies (RPS), Rubber Self Help Groups (SHGs)
and companies promoted by Rubber Board for buying weed- cutting
equipment. The board provides assistance of 50% of the actual cost of the
equipment limited to a maximum of Rs.14500 (Rubber Board).

However, as vast majority of the growers are small and marginal holders,
the feasibility of this option is very much limited. Currently, the shift towards
LFTs is confined to very few locations and holdings and the strong
recommendations and promotions of the Rubber Board for adopting this
on a wider scale might not yield the expected results even under extreme
market conditions. In supporting these points, a recent study (Chandy et al.,
2012) observe that the size of holding (number of trees) is a crucial factor
determining the adoption of LFT in case of holdings dependent on hired
labour in Kerala.

It is being argued that a major cause of the tightness of the labour market is
the spread of education in rural areas. The high literacy rate implies that
sizeable populations of the lower age group are kept out of the workforce
as students who constitute a substantial segment of the non-workers in
Kerala (Narayana et al 1989).

Discussions with officials at the Rubber Production Department and RPSs
operating GPCs reveal that currently, there are no flexibility and infrastructure
facilities for a large number of RPSs to switch over to collection of latex
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from rubber sheet. Though GPC is a good concept, there are several problems
at the local level in implementing and scaling up. For instance, In Nilambur,
there are 19 such GPCs and majority of the growers do sell their latex at
these processing centres, whereas many other rubber growing areas do not
have GPCs and even if they exist, growers are not keen and motivated to sell
their latex due to several operational level issues, which are quite known.
An important issue catching up at present is the potential environmental
problems caused by the GPCs in terms of air pollution, generation of wastes
from the processing centres and its contamination of water bodies, including
groundwater, rivers, streams, etc. There are already issues being raised by
the local residents against such GPCs in areas such as Nilambur, etc, where
the GPC has been processing latex in lower capacities than the designed
capacity (Source: Discussion with key informants).
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