So shall we reap

PADDY TASK FORCE (PTF) – the solution to farm labour shortage
Krishi Vigyan Kendra Kannur


Kerala   is  the second most densely  populated  state in India after the national capital state of New Delhi. It depends heavily on other states to feed its population. Spread over 40,000 square kilometer  in the south western part  of Indian sub continent,  Kerala   has  unique agro ecological, socio economic and political features . Traditionally, Kerala has been  an agricultural state . The tropical monsoon climate and abundant water sources favor Kerala to grow crop  like paddy in three seasons  a year .  The panoramic view of lush green paddy field  spread  over  a large area (padashekharam)  fringed with coconut grooves and rivers, the distinctive  identity of    Kerala in the past, is now a rarity due to fallowing.   


Over the last three decades  the area under paddy  cultivation in the state has been truncated at an alarming rate1.  From  8.94 lakh hectares in 1974 the area declined to 4.72 lakh hectares by 1995 and further to 2.89 by 2004-05.  During 1950,  paddy production in Kerala was sufficient to meet  50 % of its annual requirement . But fallowing of  paddy fields and their conversion for non agricultural purpose  caused serious threat to its  food security  in the recent past. At present, the state is able to meet only 15 % of its requirement of paddy from own production .  
Problem cause Diagram of Paddy cultivation in Kerala
[image: image1.jpg]Non av of labour

l

Delayin cult operations

Paddy Task Force

S~
-]
£

= =

Abandoning o
o

.

t

Fundedby High cost of prodn.

State Planning
Board

Problems

Lack of social acceptance

Low self esteem

Drudgery

Not a target of extn

Non access to Mach

Conversion

Unemployment

Lack offood security

|

Environ Problem

‘uiBi jeuoyednooo

www.kvkkannur.com





On the one hand the  central and state governments  give special emphasis for boosting paddy production as part of the food security programme and on the other hand even the traditional farmers are forced to abandon paddy  cultivation. This  cannot be attributed to  low profit or lack of interest alone.  In Kerala the farmer has to wander in  search of paddy labourers  and by the time he could manage to get a few that too aged, the season would be off.  Paddy  being a labour intensive crop, non availability of timely labour is by far the most critical problem faced by many farmers resulting in  large scale fallowing and conversion of paddy land2. 


Due to  high literacy percentage and  urbanised life style majority among  younger  generation in Kerala have migrated to Middle East & other countries  in search of  better jobs3. Unemployed women are also not attracted to agricultural works as it is laborious and also due to low social status attributed to such work.  Many high yielding varieties have been bred  and  modern machineries developed for mechanisation of paddy cultivation. Programmes like group farming were also introduced. But the goal could not be achieved  as the very basic problem remained unaddressed .    


Laborious nature of work , low  wage structure, low self esteem of paddy field workers  and lack of social status,  leads to occupational mobility to other lucrative fields.  A model,  which  solves both labour problem (farmers’ problem) and labourers’ problem, simultaneously holds the key to revival of  paddy production. The solution lies not  far away.  Paddy Task Force (PTF), a team of trained paddy field workers in uniform and equipped with modern machineries  at Pariyaram in Kannur is hailed as the ideal solution for revival of paddy cultivation  in the state. Conceived and developed by the Krishi Vigyan Kendra, Kannur under Kerala Agricultural University with the support of state planning board in 2007  PTF provides high end labour to farmers. A paddy field owner need to just call or send SMS to the task force to avail of the service. 

The Paddy Task Force formed by Kannur KVK  is bringing revolution  in paddy farming as a  success model for revival of paddy cultivation in Kerala. It introduced a new work culture in farming sector . It is also a classical example for women empowerment through mechanised paddy cultivation.

Paddy Task Force (PTF)


The Paddy Task Force (PTF) consists of a fully disciplined professional team of paddy field workers groomed by KVK instilling  a high sense of  self esteem and social status with an in-depth knowledge and skill in scientific & machanised  paddy  production.  This professional group named, “Paddy Task Force”, clad in uniform dress promptly undertakes farming activities  in paddy fields, when contacted by farmers.  Sixteen unemployed youths/farm  women below the age group of 45 were  selected in consultation with the Local Self Government  for the formation of the paddy task force.  They were subjected to field training on  mechanised  paddy cultivation in five hectares of  leased paddy land in Pariyaram during the entire cropping season and also on maintenance of  farm machineries  by the KVK staff.  The PTF was supplied  machineries  with ownership  based on a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) . The tradition was  to transfer the ownership to the owners of paddy fields. As the  ownership goes to labourers  they not only maintain the machineries well but  also experience a sense   of being recognized.    The machineries, thus supplied  include power tiller, transplanter, conoweeder, reaper, thresher etc.  Space for keeping these machineries is provided by the grama panchayat.   The PTF was also trained on group dynamics and leadership to enhance their self esteem and interpersonal competence.  After the training this group was assisted to  form a  registered society under Kerala Charitable Societies Act  . PTF started taking  up paddy farming works at pre-decided rates which paved the way for  conversion of  fallow land to paddy field and revival of paddy farming.   

Services   provided by the Task Force

The PTF  provides all services from sowing to threshing viz. field preparation (bund preparation, plastering, ploughing and leveling),transplanting, mat nursery preparation and transplanting weeding ,plant protection ,harvesting ,threshing


Activities are undertaken only in areas, where there is scope for  mechanised paddy cultivation.  Participation of group farming samithies and local self government was ensured for implementation
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Paddy labour is just a phone call away

STEPS FOLLOWED IN THE FORMATION  OF PADDY TASK FORCE (PTF)
1. Area and group identification

a) Preliminary discussion with stakeholders
Consultations were held with representatives of farmers, agricultural labourers as well as political leaders  to give a   clear picture about the proposed model (Paddy Task Force) and to remove apprehensions of existing labourers about it.  Preliminary informal discussions were held with farmers’ representatives, people’s representatives, farmers’ clubs, padasekhara samithies of major rice growing tracts of  Kakkayangad, Mayyil,  Chengalai and  Pariyaram gramapanchayaths.

b) Obtaining Consent from Panchayat
Sri.Muthukrishnan, president of Pariyaram grama panchayath and Sri.Ismail Agricultural Officer of Pariyaram Krishi Bhavan, grass root extension unit of state department of agriculture,  offered unconditional support for the formation and implementation of the PTF and invited the KVK to have a detailed presentation of the model.
c) Legitimization by the public 
Inorder to ascertain the public acceptance of the model a  meeting of farmers, and agricultural labourers was convened at Vellavu and the model was presented before them. The officers of agricultural department, people’s representative were also present.  The model was subjected to threadbare discussions and the implications and opportunities of the model were scrutinized.  The proposal was applauded.

d) Initial selection  of the group

The paddy labourers and unemployed women  of Kuttiery and Mavicherry  meeting came forward  to form Paddy Task Force. Those who expressed willingness to become a member of the group and agreed to abide the rules of the group were selected. 

e) Final selection of the group 

Meeting of selected members was convened at  KVK to ascertain the response  of the group to   the strengths and weaknesses of the PTF. More emphasis was given for delineating the weaknesses rather than strengths of the model. Those who still desired to be the members of PTF alone were selected.  Sri. P.V.Sukesh was selected as the leader of the group and contact persons were identified for both Mavicherry and Kuttiery area.

Action plan preparation

In the next meeting of group members, ward members and officials of department of agriculture  conducted  at AKG Mandiram, Mavicherry  important  decisions regarding the implementation of the programme were taken and calendar of operation was  prepared. The foremost issue to be addressed was regarding the acquiring of 5 hectares of paddy field on lease for conducting field training on mechanised paddy cultivation to PTF members.  The subcommittee comprising  representatives of PTF, KVK and grama panchayath in consultation with the land owner  made an agreement   to pay one fifth of the total grain yield as lease. In the same meeting the following decisions were taken  regarding the implementation of the programme. 

Total area


:10 acres                        Variety  :Athira

Area for seeder

:1 acre

Machine planting

:8 acre

Manual planting

:1 acre

Machines to be purchased

Power tiller
: Mitsubhishi

Transplanter
: Yanjishakthi

Reaper

: KAMCO

Thresher
: RAIDCO

Uniform and mobile phone to  task force

First time in the history of paddy farming in Kerala  it was decided to provide uniform to labour force ( PTF) 
For men 
: Grey trouser and maroon shirt

For women
: Grey and maroon churidar with overcoat

Though Kerala is facing high rate of unemployment, people are largely prejudiced against working as farm hands and prefer white collar jobs. Assigning uniform to  task force members imparted dignity and  more social acceptance to members  which in turn  gave them more responsibility  to work.  Mobile phones  and office building offer them more contact facilities.
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Outcome

· Easy access to the service of scientifically trained,  skilled paddy workers over  a phone call 
· Saving in terms of cost of  labour @ Rs 6693/ hectare
· Increased rice yield from 3.5 t/ha to 4.0 t/ ha by employing scientifically trained labour force 
· Increased dignity and social acceptance to paddy field workers
Yield and net return
	Sl no
	Item
	
	Income from 10 acres @ Rs 8/kg
	Net profit per ha (Rs.)

	
	
	PTF
	Traditional
	PTF
	traditional
	

	1
	Yield
	4.0 t/ha
	3.5 t/ha
	128000
	112000
	4000/


· Total Savings for PTF per hectare: Rs.  6693 + Rs. 4000 =10693/

· Demonstrated a solution for the non availability of  paddy workers 
· Reduced the cost of production 
· Introduced professionalism in paddy field work 
· Evolved a viable system for scientific & successful paddy farming   
· Improved the confidence  and self esteem  of the workers 
· Generated employment  to 16 farm workers  
· Received work orders from  other areas
The idea of PTF started diffusing even before the completion of the training. During the training period itself, task force started receiving  work orders  from padashekhara samithies (Group Farming Committees) and individual farmers. The work order received from Sreekandapuram grama panchayath alone was for 100 hectares.   Pariyaram grama panchayath has assured them with an office from where they can function and keep the machineries safe. 
Statewide Impact

The concept, PTF,  has become synonymous with mechanization and has virtually created a wave among paddy farmers of the state for actualizing mechanization of paddy cultivation.  The State Planning Board has now recommended the model for statewide adoption.  
Revival of Paddy Fallows: Within two years the 16 member  Paddy Task Force  has revived 924 acres of paddy fields spread in six grama panchayats and produced 1478 tons of paddy . 
More number of PTF formed: During 2009 Agriculture Department of Kerala came forward and requested KVK  to form  9 PTF under RKVY  . Krishi Vigyan Kendra has formed Paddy Task Force in nine  grama panchayats by imparting field training to 41 (15 male and 26 female) agricultural labourers  covering one crop season utilizing the services of  the first PTF of KVK .  Soon after training the new PTFs have rendered their services in 225  acres of paddy fields spread in five grama panchayats of the district. The district panchayat has vowed to declare  Kannur as the ‘district free of paddy fallows’ using the services of Paddy Task Forces. 
Lessons Learned
 1. Unemployed youths and women can be attracted to paddy field work by introducing professionalism  and  dignity .

2. Mechanisation reduces cost of cultivation and increased the yield. But it is not feasible in all the paddy growing areas. For successful operation of machineries, fields should have good drainage facility and should be shallow with lesser clay content. 
2. Fragmented holdings create problem in smooth operation of machineries causing unnecessary delay and hardships. As most of the fields lack approach road facility, transporting machines to rice fields situated in hill valleys is very difficult. 
3. For operation of most of the machineries considerable skill is required for prolonged usage. So periodic skill up gradation  is a must for sustained usage. 

Lessons for Policy and Practice
1. A full fledged repair and maintenance unit with backup facility and which can provide service within 48 hours has to be established in each district for proper working of machineries. Ensuring maintenance and repair of farm machineries  is as important as purchase  of machineries. The existing repair and maintenance facility is meager to support successful mechanization.
2. For implements supplied by Department of agriculture under full subsidy repair and maintenance should be assured through annual maintenance contract.
3. A holistic training  approach is needed  so that  a single person knowing operation of all  the machines is essential as the success of one implement is linked with the success of other.

4. As the model group (PTF) can take up work only in nearby areas, these kinds of units are to be replicated across the state so as to tackle the problem of labour shortage to a greater extent and can bring more and more into farming. 
5. The group members has to be enrolled under the Employment Assurance scheme for steady employment.

6. For long term sustenance of the group, they have to be engaged in off season with some income generating activities which go in harmony with rice farming. Eg. vegetable, tuber, pulses cultivation.

7. Wherever PTF are available  facilities to cultivate 3 paddy crops in an year  have to be developed with better water management systems 

8. Ownership of machineries to be given to the registered PTF based on MoU
9. PTF have to be included under NREGP  & food security programmes

NOTES
1. Harikrishnan, K.S., 2008. Reclaiming Land and Farmers for Rice Cultivation  in Development India 

2. Thomas, P.M., 2002. Problems and Prospects of Paddy Cultivation in Kuttanad Region, KRPLLD

3. Verone, Rene, 2001.The “New” Kerala Model: Lessons for Sustainable Development. In the World Development , Vol. 29, No.5, pp.601-617





































































