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S. .TION I

THE INTRODUCTION

Coir yarn spinning is the most important non agricultural
occupation in the South Westzrn Coastal belt of 1India employing
between a guarter of a million to half a million workers. Though
ancient in lineage its rapid expansion as the premier rural
industrial occupation of the coastal belt took place with the
trade boom in hérd fibres during the latter half of the
nineteenth century. Till then the coir had remained dofmant in
the modicum needs of the rural economy. The entire exportable
surplus of the region in 1801 was merely 1200 tonnes.! But
before the end of the century the shipments of the ports of
Malabar Coast had increased to over 40,000‘tonnes and further to
over 20.000 tonnes by the thi cies.? Spurr i on by the export
demand ﬁhe coir yarn spinning rapidly spread along the coastal
villages. To a European owsecver at Cochin, as early' as 1861,
the growtﬁ of."manufacture of (coir) yarn which (wenf) on all
vver Lhe vonutliy” was reminiscent of "weaving in England many
years ag_o"‘3 But unlike the cotlon we;viug in England, the coir
yarn industry of Kerala did not hake the historical transition
ffom the proto-industrialisation stage. Its destiny remained
grooved “to the handicraft technology and petty scale of
production. It is this aspsct of the industrial evolution that

is the focus of our analysis in the present paper.
-~ T

In an earlier work we had anclysed the conditions under
which the 1lower forms of capitalist production tends to not only

persist but also a~centuate overtime.4 We had tfaéed the path.



traversed by the coir weaving industry from a structure dominated
by large scale handloom manufactories to one characterised by the
predominance of small-scale cottaée units using labour of the
self employed. Qur present work on coir 'yarn spinninq-segtor
also shares the same concern viz. the dynamics of lower forms of
capitalist production ordanisations and the conditions of their

survival and dissolution.

Labour Surplus Economy and Residual Employment Sector

A basic consideration of such an analysis would have to be
the conditions of supply of labour. The coastal region of Kerala
is one of the most densely populated tracts in India. However,
due to the predominance of coconuts in the cropping pattern and
_the relatively high incidence of wage labour _relations in
cultivation, there are sevefe limits to the 1labour absorptipn
cgpacity of the agricultural sector of the coastal tracts. Only
less than half the ru;al population is employed .in agriculture.
It is_ the non—agricultural sectors, such as coir industry, that
have played the role of residual seclor accommodating Lhe surplus
labour. The populatibn pressure has tended to push an increasing

proportior. of the population into low productivity non

agricultural subsistence activities.

- The employment in the coir industry has moré than kept pace
with the expansion in the production through the century. But
- for the disruptions caused by the Great Wars the production of
coir has more or less steadily increased from less than 45,000

tonnes at the turn of the zentury to around 1 lakh tonnes by the



end of twenties to a peak of 1.5 lakh tonnes during the ‘'sixties.
The production plateaued off at this level and has tended to

decline during the 'eighties.

‘We are handicapped‘by the lack of reiiabie data to trace the
grbwth of the work force. The census'figures, the only available
source, have severe limitations, 90 per cent of the workforce in
coir yarn industry are women.® , It 1s now well known how
sensitive the estimates of female employment have been to chaﬁhes
in census definitions and efficiency of census adﬁinistratioh
going by census count, the total. employment in the industry had
increased from around 1,65,000 in 1921 to around 2,60,000 in
1961. Since then the census figures have shown a declining trend
in employment.  However such a sharp decline as is indicated by
the later censuses is not corroborated by other evidences. The
production of coir has begun to  decline only during the
'eighties. And there have been n§ indications of increase in per
capita days of employment. If at all the available evidence
points to the contrary. Even after allbwing for the changes in

. the concept of “worker' used for census count in 1971 and 1981
the contradictory eQidencés can be reconciled oﬁly by hositing an
accelerated marginaliation of coir work during the recent

'decédes.

The widely accepted éstihate of employment in the industry
inglusive of marginal and 'paft time workers is that of 4 lakh
‘wéfkers;ﬂ However, it has been held that even on the 'bhsiS'bf
_the exlstlng manual technology and allowing for 20 per cent IQQVe

‘I

reserve,'anly 1,65,000 fu11 tlme workers worklng 300 days an year



woﬁld bé required to attain the level of productioh achieved in
the .midQ'seventiés.7 It points to the severity of ﬁnder
employmenﬁ in the industry.' The same fact is even more shérply
brought out if one examines the per capita value added in the
industry. We had estimated that in 1979-80 the total value added
in the industry including the weaving sector was only around
Rs.50 crores. If 4 lakh workers were employed in the industry
the per capita ﬁalue added would turnout to be a meagre Rs. 1,250
per annum.? All these facts underline the residual nature of the

industry within the regional macro economy.

What are the speéific features of the coir industry that
render it eminently suitablé to play the accommodative role to
the surplus population in the region? This gquestion assumes
speciallsignificance ih the above coﬁtext. Certainly, it is an
_}ssug that_concerns not only coir but also a whole genre of rural
iﬁduspries in coastal .Kerala. We intend to take it up in a
systematic manner at a later time. For the present we are
satisfied by merely contextué1ising our analysis of thea labwour
_intensive handicraft techﬁology and the'gomestic self employment
. nature of organisation of production of coir yarn spinning within
the broader macro frame work of labour surplus economies with

barriers to labour absorption within agriculture.

The Handicraft Technology

Coir industry in Kerala is characterised by the most labour
intensive process of coir fibre extraction and spinning tnat

could possibly be envisaged. Let alone machine power, even the



most rudimentary tools are noi employed in ma.y of the processes.
It is as if each unit of coir produced is soaked with simple

human labour.

The coir fibre in Kerala 1is extracted from retted ﬁusks.
The green coconut husks are immersed in brackish waters till the
pith in which fibres are embedded decays and thé fannins in the
fibres are removed. Thg-rgtting ﬁractices vary from immersing
the green husks in shallow waters in coir nets to burying the
husks in muddy pits. Whatever be the precise_rétting practice
adopted, it has remained a natural bgcteriologigél pgocesﬁ.
Neither chemical nor mechanical processes are anywhere emplqyed

to hasten or replace the natural process.

The retted husks are crushed by _female workers with‘wooden
or iron mallets till the fibres are seperated from the rotten
pith. The fibres are then manually sifted. Fibre has to be
further cleaned, dried and the slivers arranged in‘the.éame
direction before spinning can start. A simple bhanad zoL;Led drum
with blades are used for this purposa.‘ However, the use of even
this simple contrivance is limited to the soufhern most districts
of Trivandrum and Quilon. In the other distficté the remanants
of the pith and other impurities aré .removed by beating and

sifting the slivers with simple wi}lows.

An important innovation that was adopted in the handicraft
technology with the expansion of production was the introduction
of the spinning wheel or ratt in the latter half of the 19th

3

century. Traditionaly coir yarn was spun by"rolliﬁdégibfe
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between the palms of the hand into short lengths. These short
lengths ar.. then twisﬁed in tk counter direct’on to maké a two-
'ply yafn. In the case of ratt spinning, a stationary wheel with
two spindles and a moving wheel are used. The statiénary wheel
is rotated by a person while the spinners feed the fibre slivers
to the spindles to make the strands which are then connected to
the on the moving wheel to give counter twist to make tﬁe 2 ply
yarn._-?he count of the yarn is regulated by moving a triangular
pilece of wood with grooves on the sides between the strands.
Though majority of the ratts are two spindled, ratts with 3,4 or
6 spindles are also in vogue. Usually, 2 women are needed for

feeding the slivers and one woman/child for rotating the ratt.

The ratt spinning slowly replaced the“-handspinning in the
Tfavanéore region. The increased demand for the hard twist yarns
‘for manufaéturing coir fabrics was an important reason for the
Hwidespread adoption of this. innovation. It also increased
productivity. While it required 1400-2100 .Mandays of work to |
produce a tonne of hand spun yarn only 250 to 550 mandays were
needed for the production of a tonne of ratt spun yarn, depending
on the variety.' The earnings &f the ratt spinner also was 5 to 6
times that of a handspinﬁer in the thirties. However, despite
the efforts made’ by the Cochin government and the Madras
Industries Department, Malabar and most of_Cochin continued to be

under handspinning.?®

Finally the hanks of spun vyarn are bundled in a manner
peculiar to each area before it is marketed. Bundling is also a

manual operation and requires considerable'skill.



Orgahisation of Production

' Such being the technology and the iabour intensive nature of
production the industry has always been ‘characteriSed by archaié
relations of production. But it should be cautioned that it is
not the 'case that the 'production relations in the industry
remained stationary in timeless cycles of simple reproduction.
There was rapid expansion of production, accumulation and growth
of «c¢apital, changes in the handicraft technology as well as
pressures for change of the hanaicraft technologf itself,
differentiation and pauperisation of the producérs, growth of
proletafiét and its self conciousness and a variety of government
interventions to regulate the industry. In response-to the
above, the producti;n relations have also undergone significant
changes. Thus we have a surprising diversity'of pre—manufactory
forms of industrial organisacions aéross time and space in thg_
coir srinning industry.’ The present paper is an attempt to
document and explain the spectrﬁm of organisation of production
that characterised the industry in differeul yegious and the

changes that have .occured overtime duving the preseul century.

The production relations in handspun yarn and rattspun
organisation are discussed separately. _The hand spinning is
undertaken almost entirely at the household 1level by women
spinners under a variety of putting out arrangements. (See
Section 2). There is a higher degree of differentiation in ratt
spinnig and it exhibits more developed forms. of capitalist
organisation of productien {See Section 3). We shall examige the

gyrowth of trade union mdvement"among the workers and its



implications for labour con..tions, technciogy and production

relations in both the sectors.

The export orientation of the industry and the extremely -
fragmented production structure necessitated a longlchain of
middlemen for the collection and disposal of the yarn. Similarly
the localisation of the industry along coastal belt and the
dispersal of the coconut production among hundreds of thousands
of small landholders spread throughout thellow and mid lands
required an equally elaborate system of traders for the
colléction and supply of husks. The structure and operations of

the trading capital is subjected to rather detailed discussion in

section 4.

CO-dperative reorganisation of the industry has been
promoted as solution to the fragmehtation of the production
structure and the exploitation of the middlemen and to ensure a
" decent level of living for the producers and workers in the
induétry. In Section 5 we shall survey the evolution of the
codﬁerative production structures and the crisis they are facing

today.

Certain Methodological Issues

A major. limitation of the study may be confessed at the
outset itself. Our field enquiries at the coir producing centres
were undertaken in early ‘'eighties. Therefore certain important
recent deveiopments in the industry such as changes in the labour

supply conditions, the new challenges in the product market, the



implications of the growth of r :.chanised coir production outside

the traditional coastal coir belt in states other than Kerala

etc. have not been incorporated into the analysis. Strictly
speaking our analysis covers only the period upto the early
'eighties. However, it need not detfact oné from the useful
insights on the dynamics of the 1lower forms of capitalism that

can be gained from our histo:ical analysis.

For our documentatioﬂ we have mainiy relied on the evidence
available in the numerous published reports and studies_on the
~industry. To a 1limited extent archival sources of gqvernment,
privafe companies and trade associations h#ve also been utilised.
The only primary data used refers to a sample survey we copducted
" in Kadakkavoor village of Trivandrum in 1978 which has not so far

been published.

Even though our discussion runs mostly at the level of
handspun/ratt spun yarn sectors we shall be oftén be comparing
and contrasting the production conditions in various ;egions.
The coir yarn spinning is charagterised by a‘high degree of
regional specialisation in production: there are ﬁround a dozen
major varieties of hand-spun and ratt-spun yarns each with
further subgrades and variations. Each variety is known usually
by the chief centre of its production and is distinguished from
each other by the eveness of twist, colqur, scorage, runnage,
pith content etc. These differences_result mainly from two éet
of facfors ie. the spinning practices and the nature of tibre
used. The nature of the fibre is dependent on the levél'otvfine

cleaning as well as the type of husk and the conditions and



period of retting. - The ecological factors also significantly
,affect‘the.nature of retting. The period of'retting, sources of
husk supplies and conditions in the husk market have, as we shall
see later, exerted significant influence on the organisation of.
: prodhction. - Further, the end uses of each variety of yarn are
different and consequent differences in the market conditions of

the coir yarn may also influence the production organisation.

Incidentally, the extreme regional specialisation in the
coir yarn spinning may be viewed as a system of work sharing
arrangement among the workers. There is not much qynchronisation.
of the demand fluctuations of different varieties of c¢oir yarn.
But it is very rare for a production centre to undertake to spin
- a different variety for which there is market demand even if its
. traditional variety is facing a market slump. It may be noted
that there is no insurmountable skill barrier for such product
.8witching as far as many varieties and major centres are
concerned. - Thus in all regions the industrial activity is
interspersed with ‘periodic idleness. This self imposed idleness
plays an important role in distributing the available employment

throughout‘the coir belt more equitable.

To keep the paper within manageable limits we have chosen to
confine the analysis. to the geographical boundaries of the
~present day Kerala State which account for 90-93 per cent of coir
. yarn productioh.. An‘important omission in this regard has been
- the Lapcadivé Islands. Eventhough the present contribution of
the Islands to the total coir production 1is negligible they

~occupy an important position in the ipdustrial history. The



Islands were the most importan' centre of coir production in the
beginning of the 19th century accounting for as much as a quarter
of the exportable supplus of coir yarn available from the Malabar
-Coast. The island produce was a ﬁonbpoly- of Ali Rajah of
Canannore who harﬁered it from the islanders at ridiculously low
“terms of trade.t? The system was continued even under the
British with some minor modifications. For this and other
reasons the issues related to the Laccadive coir industry deserve
‘a séparate treatment by itself. Similarly‘we are not examining
the growth .of the industry in South Canara district of Karnataka
or Kanyakumari district of Tamil Nédu; The nature of government
interventions and regulatory measures adopted in these regions
have been very different. The establishment of a power loom coir
- weaving factory, supposedly = the worlds largest, in the
' Kényakumari district and the keen interest it has taken in the
spinning practices. in the region have had important
consequences.l!  An analysis of these'-changes"woqldﬁréqﬂﬂre
primary field enquiry which is beyqnd the scope of the present

paper.

SECTION IX

THE HAND~SPUN YARN SECTOR

The evolution of the  production 'orgaﬁisation in the
handsbinning sector reveals an interesting hirearchy -of
‘domination of capital in the production process. = With the
| éommefciél' expansion in the 1latter half of 19th-£éﬁfﬁrf}”fhn/
'pfoportion of indepedenﬁ petty producers who procured husks from

’fﬁelléhdldrds/huskIdealers and sold the spun coir to village coiy
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dealers began to rapidly decline. In mid ‘thirties it was
estimated that . only about 10 to 15 per cent of the coir workers
were "working on their own account in their homes"!? It was
women of the Ezha?a Caste and to a lesser extent those of the
Muslim, Latin Christian and cheruma Communities that took to coir
making as their chief vocation. They belonged to the families in
the lower strata of society, whose "earnings of male members
...{were) too small to procure the necessarie§ of life for half a
dozen souls"t? Only few among the new entrants had the fiﬁancial
resources to purchase and ret husks on their own. The retting of
husks meant locking up of considerable amount of working capital
for 6 to 12 months. It also required either ownership or lease
control over retting pits. Further, as the cpir production
expanded local husk availability proved deficient to meet the
demand and hence interﬁediaries between the landlords in the
hinterlands and producers became -inevitable. All these
ﬁacilitated the control of the husk merchants over the coir

producers.

The -Indepsndent Domestic Production System

The independent domestic production system continued to
survive only in varieties of coir yarn spun from unsocaked or
partially soaked husks. The classic case is that of Beach yarn
produced from partially socaked husks (upto a month) or even dry
husks in Ambalapuzha-8hertallai taluks of Alleppy district. The
women spinners procure small lots of husks from husk dealers or
}ocal landlords. Until 1land reforms, the ﬁeach yarn producers

used to receive husks as wages in kind for watering and tending



coconut trees belongihg to t. : landlords. T.e husks are soaked
in shallow sandy ponds in the backyard of every house. Almost
the entire Beach yarn is uéed by the local coir weaving industry
for the manufacture of cheap doormats. The producers sell thé
farn to 1local deélers or directly to the c¢ottage weaving
establishments. Vycome Common is andther handspun yarn -used for
the manufacture of low quality coir fabrics. It is prepared from
husk rejects of inferior quality. These husk rejects, unsuitable
for fine spinning, are bought by the handspinners to be worked at
"home. In Malabar, a predominantly handspinning area, the
independent domestic production system is prevalant = only in.
Pacha Choodi yarn prepared from raw husks. The entire production
of Pacha Choodi is sold to the local provision vendors, mostly on

a barter basis for daily consumables.

Exception to_the rule has been the production of Alapat yarn
in KarunagapallyA taluk of Quilon. If is a superior quality
handspun yérn produced from well retted husks but prepared by
self emplbyed petty producers. The husks are puichascA in small
lots by the spinners from commexrcial retters and the daily output
of spun yarn is sold to bazzar dealers of coir yarn. It is not
clear wry the husk dealers have not exerted more direct control
over the production. It is perhaps due to the g¢greater
competitive conditions in the husk market -in the - region. There
is abundance of local husks and retting -facilities and
consequently larger number of commercial retters, mostly local

landhoidérs themselves.
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The Dependeat Domestic Producti~n System

It is debatable as to what extent one can describe the above
arrangements as ‘independent' domestic production systemn. The
producers are dependent on the credit of the husk dealers for
the;r daily requirement of raw materials and »often ‘on the
cohsumption loans of the coir dealers for their subsisténce. It
was reported to the Banking Enquiry Commission (1928) at Calicut
"... The practice at present followed by bazzér men in purchasing
the yarn from the women at ridiculously low rates and paying for
it in kind eg. oils and sundry articles of food etc., is vicious
because .they make double profit... The women have no other go

but to sell their yarn at any price they can get because they
live hand to mouth existence and are at the mercy of the bazzar
men..."14 Further, "most of the shopkeepers are themselves
dealers in coconuts. They give husk to some of the women for

‘soaking and they sometimes buy fibre also™i8

The interlocking of tﬁé raw material and product markets
renders the producersktotally dependent on the middlemen. Even
though an 1illusion of purchase and sale is maintained, the petty
_producer is reduced in reality to the status of a wage worker but
without even the modicum assurance of a guaranteed return to
labour. The producer's account of husks purchased on credit is
settled when the yarn is sold back, her earnings being'the
difference bééween-the purchase and sale priées, _the térms of
which the dealer is pleased to determine. We call this
.arrangement, reported as being 7 widely pfévelani B in the

-Pochachoodl areas, as dependentﬁdome%tic production system.
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An in*eresting variant cf the dependent domestic production
system that was common 1n Quiianay and Beypore yarn in Malabar,
even Lv the turn of the century,. waé what was known as
‘seigniorace system. It was ‘to be a kind of product sharing
arrangement between fhe dealer and the producer. Two thirds of
the varn prepared by the producer lfrom the retted husk supplied
by thé Gealer was to be returned to the latter free of charge as
seigniorage. The rest was the producer's share which was
invariably purchased by the same déaler at a fixed rate.!'% After
the First World War certain modifications took place regarding
the sharing arrangements. Instead of a fixed share, a fixed
quantity, viz. 13% 1bs of yarn for every 100 husks, was . to be
delivered to the merchant as seignorage. Anything in excess of
this minimum was the'ptoducer's share.l? The uniqueness of the
system was the'illusion of product sharing ana self discipline it
created on the producer. Th- share of the employer was fixed
while that of the worker varied according to her diligence ‘in

handling tne raw material.

The Domestic Hired Labour System .

By the end of 'thirties, the seignorage - ;rrangement was
rapidly giving way for domestic hired lgbour system in the retted
husk yarn varieties. | As in typicél putting out system the
dealers began to supply raw material to the ' workers to be
processed in their homes fof wages. But only rarely  we have
instances of dealers diréctly supplying retted husks to the homes
’of workers. The normal practice was for the mérchantg to -defibre

the retted husks employing hired labou¥ in work yards adjacéht*to
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the retting grounds. The fibre was then distributed to the
domestic spinners to be spuan into yarn at piece rates. The
reason for not putting}out ‘the husks seems to have .been the
necessity of 'preventing petty pilferage_ of fibre by domestic
workers. Due to the differences in the fibre content of the
husks which depends upon.various factors - such as the variety of
coconut, the dehusking practices, the pith content of ‘the hﬁsks;
;he degree of retting and so on - it was difficult to fix a ndrm
for the.husk fibre out turn. Even under the seignorage system,
it had been felt that the producer "anxious to increase the
weight of her output of yarn, (was) inclined to be indifferent to
the proper cleaning of the fibre"!® and ﬁhus tended to lower the
quality of yarn. The new organisational innoﬁatioh also helped
‘to save transport charges incurred in transporting bulky and
heavy retted husks.. Further, the limifed division of labour
'introduced under the new syst:m also had an beneficial impact on
the productivity of labour. By the 'fifties, the domestic hired
labour system had become the universai'practice in Quilandy,

Beypore and Rope yarn varieties.

Centralised Hired Labour System.

A concomittant of the fibre putting out arrangements was the
emergehce of centralised fibre production using wage labour.
ﬁork yards for the centralised varn production were only a next
logical development. It faciliiated greater supervision and
quality control and therefore became the preferred mode for the
production of superier qualities of Beypore and Quilandy Yarn.

And thus the Minimum Wages Committee of 1961 observed in many
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villages “long rows of women sitting in sheds where fibre is
supplied to them and they convert it to yarn, either Beypore or

Quilandy variety, and wages are paid to them for their work on

‘'piece rate basis"t?9

Labour Conditions

The collective work yards brought forth the first stirrings
of organised resistance by workers in the history of the
industry. It is important in this context to briefly survey the

labour conditions in the handspun coir yarn sector.

It is ﬂot péssible to construct é reliable time series bf
wagesAor earnings of workers given the unorganised nature of the
ihdustry. In 1915 the cost of defibreing and sbinninq per qandy
of yarn involving around 130 days of work at CaiicptAwas
Re.10.42. It d4id not "enable (the workers) to come ub even to
the line of poverty"2? The commutation rate fixedA by éusﬁpm
under the seignorage sYStem pro?ed to be highly sticky.. it ﬁas
remarked that ..." the wagés» of the workers have remained
stationary for _the last fifty years while the profits of the
masters have increased year by year... Their wages have been
kept down by custom and the sense of helplessness‘mgkes them
immobile. Also the spirit of segregation is responsible for the:

nominal wages they get."21

The wages seems to have improved during the post First World
‘War boom particularly in the retted yarn varieties which nad

considerable export demand. . In 1928 the wage cost of one éandy
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of yarn ringed at Calicut ' r~tween Rs.19 *+o Rs.27 for such
varieties while for wunsoaked husk yarn it was only Rs.8.5022,
With the onset of Depression the wages s8lid down. The trend

reversed only from the 1late 'thirties. By 1961 the wage costs

for & candy yarn had more than doubled to Rs.42.50 to Beypore and

Rs.52.50 for Quilandy yarn.28 But it is doubtful_if there was

any improvement in real wages.

The handspinning households continued to be the most sweated
and under paid stratum of workers in Kerala. The earnings of a
hand spinner for a day'é labour in the major varieties of hand

spun yarn in mid sixties is given in Table 1. It ranged between

42.to 60 paise for the ‘domestic hired worker varieties. The

-price paid 'by the self—emplbyed domestic workers for their

illusion of ‘independence' was quite startling. Their earnings

were half those of the hired c.mestic workers.

Table 1
The Daily Earnings of Handspinners in Major Varieties of Yarn
1964 '
i Self ggglojed Domestic Worker Varieties Hired Domestic Worker Varieties'

‘ " - Rs Rs
Fine Unsoaked Yarn 0.21 1. Beypore yarn 0.60
Vycome Yarn 0.37 2. Quilandy varn 0.45
Beach varn ' 0.38 3. Rope yarn ' 0.42

Alapat yarn . 0.38 '
Average - 0.33 Average 0.50

Source: Mohammed Kunju, Coir Yarn-A Study of Different Types of Coir Yarn

‘Produced in India Coir Board, Cochin, 1966.

It may be argued that the self employed domestic hand
spinners work only part time while the wage workers are full time
workers. But for our comparison, we have taken the earnings of

the average wage worker while the earnings of the self employed
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spinners refer to those who wo.« on a full time basis. What this
“leisure _time"' occupation (as the ﬂandspinning has. often been
referred té in literature) can imply for a woman worker may be
understood from the following statement: "Though the coir
production is the main occupation of the female members, they do
this side by side with their domestic duties such as cooking,
washing etc. 1In the early hours of the day, elder female member
goes to ‘the retting field andAprocures daily requirement of the
retted husks, usually on credit terms. She brings husks home and
two or three members beat them into fibre... In certain places,
beating and cleaning is done in the forenoon and spinning in the
afternoon after attending to domestic duties for two or three
hours. Spinning may go on during the late hours of the night, in
the light of the lamp till 10 or 11 pm. Thus each set of workers
has to spend 9 or 10 hours. of the day - for this -work"24. . It was
for this day long toil that the handspinners in the Alapat region

received Rs. 0.38 in 1964.

. In the case of . self employed domestic -spinners' the wage
earhings were abysmally low. It‘was’inadequaieheven for the
reproduction of the labour power of rthe spinner, let alone her
family. 'In 1960. it was estimated that.the income from' coir
industry accognted for only less than. 17 per cent of the total
family income of the handspinning households.®® As a- perceptive
observer remarked at the end of thef'twentiesff even though-"the
wage-earnings represent practically nothing...in the absence of
any: other occupation to engage the women workers honourably in
their own houses .there is no other altermative but to take to

this kind of work, which gives then at  least few: annas -a day"2¢:
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The rising PESPUre SEOM,. fhe, workers  vas, th% ;;background of the
Antreduction.. of . minimum . wage- leglslat;on in the hannic?\ {s_p:.nnlng
SPSIAR. &R 4963, Ths PARAUN wages had to be  fixed st 70 to 7S
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_-.Mi.ngi,mq,m-;WagﬁeS. Committee after ,a de_vt;_,allte,_g 1nvest1gat10n 1nt;:c3 ‘}El}e
_production and -marketing conditions of the industry was convinced
‘,,'g}_gt JEhe ;q@t&s,gry gould \p’ea‘x‘: the increase 1n the P wage b111
tn,tb,put any ﬁwn;t,}%ant Pr;ce escalatlon 1f the prof1ts of the

+BEddkenen .gould be reduced. . (See Table 2
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Tahle 2

Cost of Production and Profits for 1 candy of Handspun
. ' yarn 1963 .

T > S —— A A 4 B T et e M M W rgm e T Tt Mk e ek GAL W M e eie (e A M SN EEN T S W T o e e W T e S A A S A
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Cost of retted husks | 146.25  155.25
Contract Rate for the extraction 40.00 42,40
of fibre o o :
Charges for Handspinning 42.50 52.50
Total cost 228.758 250.15
Sale Price . | 330.00 350.0
Profit for the merchant 101.25 99.85

{exclusive of margin on retted husks)

Source: N. RKunjuraman, Report of the Minimum Wages.Committeé
for the Manufacture of Coir", Govt. of Kerala,
Trivandrum 1963. .

The immediate impact of the struggles of the workers and the
introduction of the minimum wage legislation was the gradual
ekfinctior of cehtralised production ‘system. The large fibre
producing yards operated by the husk rettecs came to be split up
into smaller units or'subcontracted to smaller middlemen  who in
turn employed sﬁall géngs .of wofkers. These contractors were
more often merelj head 1labourers who got small advantages by
"exploiting the workers under them. -~ The unions were not
successful in preventing the development of the contraét system.
The most intense and fierce struggle in the handspinning sector
took place‘in 1956 and was centred around the issue. of the right
of large scale retters to close their work yards and contract qut
the defibreihg. The workers at Kandassankadvu, a major fibre
producing centre, held out for over a month in most heroic
fashion agéinst police repression and starvation. The aditation
though it captured the attention of the whole state and attracted

volunteer barticipants from all over, had to be withdrawn,
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leaving tre issue for adjudication.3?® The government held
‘freedom of trade' sacrosanct and advised the workers to buy the

retted husks and defibre them in their houses.3!

The handspinning work yards completely disappeared from the
industrial scene. Instead there was a resurgence of.hired
domestic labour systems. Even here the merchant often preferred
to operate through petty contractors rathef than directly putting
out to the'domestic spinners. Thus the contract system became
the.characteristic feature of tﬁe industrial organisation in the

retted husk variety yarns.

~An important reason for the absence of hired domestic labour
system in Alapat yarn or Aroor Special Ya:n (a superio: type of
Vycome yarn) may have been the -thfeat of unionisation. The
minimum wages were not applicable to the self employed domestic
system of production. The Minimum Wages Committees took the
positiqn that there was no wage labour relation in the production
of such varieties and therefore question of minimum wages was

irrelevant in their cases.

The demand for handsﬁun varieties of coir yarn, was largely
sugstained by the ridiculously low wages at which domestic workers
‘were willing to work. The wagé ‘escalation slowly eroded the
cheap 1labour basis this hapdicraf; and heralded its gradual
decline. On the one hand ratt spinning began to make further
inroads into thé hand spinning regions. Only a very small
proportion of the Alapat and Vycome.yarn is being spun by hand.

The share of ratt production in the Alapat yarn has increased



from around 15 per cent in early sixties to around 75 per cent
today. The total number ratis in the hand spinninﬁ districts of
Canannore, Calicut and Malappuram have increased from 297 ratts

in 1955 to 1264 ratts in 1980.%2

A more iﬁportant tendency, especially in the Malabar tegién,
has been the shift towards commercial production of coir fibre
for sale to the ratt spinning areas in Southern KRerala and the
rope industry in Tamil Nadu. This has been facilitated by the
introduction of husk beating machiﬂes in. Malabar. »Thé use of
machingry significantly reduces the labour requirements and to a
limited extent reduces the cost of production.?? Unlike the
Tfavahcore region there is no ban of defibreing mills in Malabar.
The husk merchénts find commercial production of fibre more
érofitable than the labour_intehsive.spinning. By the end of tﬁe
'sixties. tae. exportefs were complaining about the séarCity'of
exportable qualities of handspun yarn.314 on a rouéﬁ éstimate
around 30 per cent of the yarn in the mid sixties was being
handspun. By 1980 its share had declined to 15-16 per cent.3®
We shall now turn to the organisation of production in the ratt

'spinning sector.
SECTION ];II
THE RATT- SPUN‘YARN.S$CTOR
‘The handspuﬁ yarn waép alméét;_entirely -characterised by

dqmeétic petty producers undei varyind ’degrees'of control by

merchant capital. Since the handspinning did not involve even

N\
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elementary tools, each pett  producer covid function as a
separate unit of production. | But the introduction of ratt
necessitated a -minimum of five workers - two to spin, one to
rotate the wheel and another two to prepare the fibre. As coir
makin§ was predominantly a female occupation, it was only rarely
that -;he entire labour requirement c¢could be met from the
household itse;f. Thus even the smallest unit in ratt spinning
would require at 1least marginal use of hired workers. The
incidence of hired workers would increase with the size of the
unit. A field survey conducted by us in Kadakkavoor village in
1978 revealed that even in one ratt owning units 47 per cent of
the workers were hired workers.3s In 2-3 ratt size wunits the
share of hired workers rose to 86 per cent. In the higher size
.categories virtually the entire workforce was of hired workers.
The household members were engaged only in managerial or
supervisory roles. Therefore the ratt size distribution of
spinning units would be an important.indicator of the extent of
differentiation among the producers and the emergence of

capitalist enterprises amongst them.

Size Dis‘ribution of the Spinning Unlts

Unlike in the case of handspinning sector, the records
regarding production relations in the ratt spun sector are
scarce. Therefore we are constrained to start our.analysis with
the size distrisution of the spinning units in 1955. Tpe data
had not been tabulated according to yarn variety strata. We have
reclassified the ¢ata to confirm to broad variety strata on the

basis of predominant yarn produced in each taluk. (See Table 3).



On the whole, 70 per cent of the spinning establishments
were predominantly self empioyea units owning only one ratt. But
at the other end of the spectrum we have also around 300
relatively large capitalist enterprises’ employing 6 or more
ratts. While around 25 per cent of the owners in the spinning
establishments were landless, a small section were landholders
owning more than 5 acres of 1land.®? Around 45 per cent of the
spinners were self employed workers.3® (See Table 3 Col.10) We
do. not have a similar count of the defibreing workers. But
available evidence shows that the self employed prefer spinning
to defibreing which is a more ardrous job. Therefore on a réﬁdh
estimate the share of the self employed in the ratt spinning was

likely to be around 35-40 per cent.

Another important feature that emerges from table 3 is the
prevelance of significant inte regional and ~ariety differences
in the industrial structure. The' sharpesf contrast is between
the Anjengo'and the Vycome strata. While only 33 per cent of the
- gpinning establ;shments in the Anjengo stratum were one ratf
units more than 95 per cent of Vycome stratum.consisted of such
units. These petty establishments accounted for only iziper cent
of the ratts in the former while they accounted for as much as 90
per cent of .the ratts in the 1latter. The large scale
establishmsnts were totally absent in the Vycome stratﬁm. 'On the
other hand, such units owning 6 or more ratts constituted 6 per
cent of the establishments and around 25 per cent of the ratts in
the Anjengo stratum. In many of the villages in the Anjengo
stratum the small production units were insignificant. - For

example, in 1965, in Veiloor and Pallipuram, 50 per cent of the
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units were the large scale es’ :blishments with 6 or more ratts
accounting for 73 per cent of the total ratts and 70 per cent of
the production.?® These differences in the size distfibution of
establiéﬁhents was also reélected in the inéidence of wage
employment. More than 75 per cent of'the spinners in the‘Anjengo
region were hired workers. The hired workers constituted only 5
per-ceht of the spinners in the Vycome region.

' , Table 3
Sizewise Distribution of Spinning Units by number of Ratts 1955

~ Taluk/District Variety - 3 Ratt 2 Ratt 3-5 Ratt 6-10 Ratt 10 + Ratt fTotal Willowing Percentage of
nachines  self employed
among spinners

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 89 10

~ Trivandren - Anjengo 1019 991 B84 164 20 3078 2998 23.6
133.1) (32,2} (28,7} {5.3) {0.6) {100.0}

Quilon ' Mangadan/ 3008 1265 666 40 2 5011 2127 .2

Ashtamudy (60.6) (25.2) (13.2)  (0.8) (0.0) (100.0) :

!urthik;pally_ Aratory 2138 463 11¢ 9 - N4 298 62.1
{1leppy) ‘ {18.4) (17,0} {4.8) (0.3) (100.0)

Rest of Alleppy Dt. Vycome 2303 103 {2 { S 17] 139 §8.8
(93.9) (4.2) 1.1 (0.2 (100.0)

Rottayan Vpene 2% 012 2 - oaam - 96.8
{98.8) (0.7) {0.4) {0.1) (100,0]

Cochin-Ranayanoor Vycome/ 1287 191 . §5 7 - 1520 7§ 484
(Brnakulam Dt.) Parur (83.4) (12,6} [3.6) (0,5) (106.0

Rest of Broaku-  Parur m 1 b1 10 1 622 1% 283

1an Dist. '59.8) (28.6) (9.8} {1.6) (0.2) (109.0} -

Trichur Parur 25 133 3 6 - an - 3.8
- (37.4)  (32.4) (8.8) 1.5} {10¢.0]

Ponnani Rope SRR LI H 10 R 1 T 23.9

. (64,31 - (16,1} ({10.2)  {4.9) (4.3) (0.0} :

Rest of Malabar ¢ an 1 -8 8 6.3
(4.3 (29.3) - (18.5) 17.6) < (10(.0) -

Total 7 ' 13278 3404 1910 259 311883 o 5.9

00.4) (18.0) (10.1) (L4 . (0.2) (16.0)

[Source:  Coir Board, Report on the Cwnsus of Coir Spindles, Braakulam, 1957,
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The rproduction of Mang lan and Parur rarns seems to have
been more organised than the Vycome and Aratory yarns. Only
around 60 per cent of the units in these strata were single ratt
units. There was also a sprinkling of the large scale spinning

establishments.

One may try to speculate on the possible reasons for fhe
marked inﬁer regional differences in the industrial structure.
One important factor seems to be the demand conditions of the
yarn. For example, ih contrast with Vycome yarn, Anjengq yarn
enjoyed more 'stable dem;nd conditions, better price and wider
profit margins. It 1is also obseryed that, .the 1arge¥ units
under%eok the production of superior qualities that fetched
better prices. Another important factor was the ayailability of
the husks in the region and the nature of the husk market. One
would have also to consider the historical evolution of the
industry in each region, partcularly, ‘the nature of
entrepreneurship. In Ponnani where rattv spinning was a late
entry, the spinning was organised by the handspun yarn merchants.
Rope yarn also had a steady domestic demand. This might account
for the presence 'of large scale establishments in this small
pocket of ratt spinning in the Malappuram district. However, the
fact is that the present state of information do not permit us to

formulate any firm explanatory hypothesis for the structural

variations.

Economies of Scale

We have noted that the coexistence of small and large scale

units, with regional variations in relative proportions, wés”ﬁhe _
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salient feature of the industry. Therefore it becomes important
to compare the marketing and production coﬁdiﬁions of the various
size class of units. Unforfunatély, little of the mass of data
denerated thréugh surveys have been tabulated in any hmanner that
‘would shed light on this important consideration: Therefore we
ﬁave to be satisfied with the results of the small sémple survey
the we conducted in Kadakkavoor village in the Anjengo stratum in

1978.

Thevcoir spinning units were dependent on the merchants fbr
'thé.raw' materials. Thé production éf husks in their own house
plots .provided only an insignificant proportion of the
requirements. ‘Their own .retted'husks provided only 14 per cent
'6f thé'annﬁal requirements. (See Table 4) This dependence of
the spinning units on rétted husk mérchaptS’and the manipulations
6f'the merchanfs made their existence very precarious.

Table 4

Percentage Distribution of Raw materials
by Source, 1962

— v — - e e oy T S oy e e A5 i T TTe e S v G0 Mn G T S A A S v ) Y M St el S S g R S M e o . e T e o o o v = — o —

Source Raw husk Ratted Husk Fibre

i 2 3 4
Own Production 8.0 14.1 88.5
Other Coconut farmers 53.7 0.0 0.0
Traders : 38.2 74.7 A 11.5
Co~operatives . 0.1 11.2 0.0
100.0 100.0 100.0

i = S e S G — TR W S —— A i e EE e Sy ey = S SR G D S = v e ik Ao S D SN L S W W VD v b S S M P P e A i e A e e

Source: Bureau of Economic Studies, Survey of Coir Households
in Kerala, Govt. of Kerala, Trivandrum 1962

However, the larger establishments were able to rett a
greater share of the husk requirements in their own pits. Units

with more than 6 ratts. retted nearl& 80 per cent of their



requirements_ in their own  .ts. Not or: & were they less
dependent on the vagaries of the retted husk market but we also
found that some of them were also dealers in retted husk. 14 per
cent of the husk purchased was resold ‘ (See Table 5) They aleo _
'consumed coir fibre bought from fibre precessingvcentres in

Malabar.

The larger establishments were also able to bypass the
various middlemen in the yarn market and sell directly to the
wholesalers in the port towns. More than 80 per cent of the yarn
produced by the larger establishments owning more than 4 ratts
were sold directly in the Alleppy market. (See Tableisl ~On the
other hand the smaller domestic units solthheir varn ie_the
Qillage middlemeﬂ daily_at_ retail purchase prices. HOne’et the
large scale establishment owners was also feund.to_be e;villege

middleman himself.

Table 5.

The Percentaqe Distribution of the Purchase ot Raw

Materials by Ratt Spinning Households accorging to
-+ Ratt Size Class in 1978

- D G LD oy e e D D D W Ay e e S e ot e Akt ety A e e . — —

Ratt size No.of Raw husk Raw husk Retted husk Total husk Fibre(qtls) Percen-

class units (own farm) (Purchase) (purchase) ‘(actual no. (purchase) tage of
© in '000 , Resold
given in '
brackets)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1 3 1.3 21.5 77.2 100.0 : -
S C - (223) : '
2-3 9 1.4 58.7 - 39.9 ~100.0 - - -
(51%)
4-5 7 1.9 60.8 37.3 10c¢.0 6 13.8
(1228) {170)
6+ 11 1.0 77.6 - - 21.4 -130.0 13.5 = 14.4
(4162) (600) -

iy et

[Source: Sample_Sgrvey_of cOir Establishments in Kadakkavoor Village:tS?p) o
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Tuable 6
Distribution of the Sale of Yarn by Market Channels
Ratt size Sale in the Sale at the Total sales (actually
class village Alleppy market quantity in qtls
' ’ given in brackets)
1 2 3 4
1 86.0 14.0 100.0 (1785)
2 -3 85.8 14.2 100.0 (353)
4 - 5 20.7 79.3 100.0 (657)
6 + 8.4 91.6 100.0 (2704)

-y S - S WP —— — S —— T S S P T W e o S N A e A — T - S — T = - — T G e Sem = e A et S T S — — S — — - —

(Source: Same as for Table 5)

It was found that the larger establishments were also better
equipped and used superior techniques for preparing the coir
fibre (See Table 7). Fixed investment of the one ratt owners is
remarkably low. A set of ratt and ancillary implements, like
wooden mallets, <required an investment of Rs.130 only in 1978.
Hand willowing machines to clean the fibre -are more frequent
among the middle size ratt classes while the larger units used
motorised cleaning machines. The services of motorised machines
are hired  out to the smaller units and form an additional source
of ineome for the larger units. It may be noted that 52 and 37
per cent oflthe 5703 willowing machines in existence in the state

in 1955 were in Trivandrum and Quilon 'pistricts respectively.
The .1erger esteblishments were better equipped with ﬁeaﬁé of

self-transport for their products and raw materials.



T.0le 7
The Distribution ot Land and Egulpmentggccording to_Ratt
Size Class
Ratt size No.of Averagé Average Willowing Motorised Country Bullock Average
class units land no.of machine machines boats carts value
{acres) ratts of
' equip-
ments
(Rs)

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 8 9,

1 8 0.10 1 1 - - - 130.00
2-~-3 9 0.21 2.22 1 - - - 277.78
4 -5 7 1.42 4.57 4 - 1 1 932.14
6+ 11 1.51 9.27 3 2 6 - 4902.27

.{Source: Same as for Table 5)

Even though the smaller units were relatively less endowed

in production facilities and resources, their main handicap lay

- in marketing. They were dependent on the mniddlemen in 'the yafn

and husk markets. This dependence also often assumed the form of

putting out arrangements parti.alarly in Vycome and Aratory Y&fn

strata. For example it was described that in Shertallai Téluk

where "the industry is carried on a cottage industry basis..

people either purchase or get as loan a few hundreds of husks

from the dealers who advance husks. The yarn dealer purchases at

a prlce he flxed. from those who take the articles for sale and

gives wages on a piece rate basis to ‘those who actually'take

husks as loans from him."4? Again invthe Vycome strétdm some of

the dealers followed "the practice of supplying €fibre

to the

spinners to work on piece work system... in their homes,..for

being converted to coir yarn of equal weight."41! The domestic

. producers in many villages in Cochin Taluk d4id not even own the

ratts. The dealers distributed not only the f£ibre but also the

ratts to the homesteads of the producers!?* Some of the single
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ratt owners avoided even marginal hiring in of labour by
themselves attending to all the activities connected with
defibreing, cleaning and spinning in turn.4® Thus even the

rudimentary division of labour ceased in such units.
Labour Conditions

The earnings of the ratt spinners were 2.to 3 tinmes the
earnings of the hand spinners (See Table 8). But it may noted
that unlike the casé of handspinners, the earnings from the coir
industry were the main source of income of the ratt spinning
households. The evidénce gathered by the Minimum Wages Committee
was contrary to the commonly held view "that the wages receivéd
by the workers in the coir [ratt spinning] industry {(was) in the
nature of subsidiary source of income for fhé maintenance of
their families".44 The inciderce of female headed households was
‘found to be suprisingly high and women spinners wére often the

main earners in terms of contribution to the family income.

The;e were bewildering differences between various centres
in the pilece rates. Further the wide variations in work load in
terms. of 1length of the hank (the runnage), scorage, level of
cleanliness of fibre, softness of husks, etc makes a reliable
comparison of the wage rates impossible. What we have attempted
in Table 8 !s, therefore, to give rough estimates of daily
| earnings of c¢oir workers for day of 9-10 ‘hours of work in the
major activities by variety strata in 1964 on the basis of
careful reading »f évailable evidence. The average wage cost of

a person day of work has been calculated on the bagis wage cost
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2 rson days requlred L.r the ,superlrr qualltles of each
')f{_) ‘x‘ SRR XSRS SIS TR fﬁn.J:j DO, 5 AT e e e g SRR S RS Eh DEy

2

rlet
\l ‘J 2 "'- 1 -{
T P Uy -1 -2 Y - 20 R | S
Fophe hstiha ol e 1 19 R ihg s R oot workers in Ratt:
Spinning Sector (1964) (Rs)
A Sk e S I RIS DR L v S G i B e AT D S LR R PR 52
Strata Defibreing Spinning Reotating Average wage cost of
o g e e LT e £ S e ‘?‘—f'pefﬁondaY’ of twotrk:
in all activities
sriny prm Rg)

e M ot iy e e Ay o Y B Ay A e i Bl AP BN M e e ek o A S e T e e VR P e ey AN R o e o i R Y. e o Al M ——

&\ B {(&y-inon 2 {3) (4} : (5)
Ehjengs B 1 0F90 T gvesy B0
Mangadan 1.00 1.1 0.60 1.00
Aghtamddy: °2.00 S I-Te ) 0L 483 0.95
Aratory 0.80 0.80 0.45 0.80
Yodongid  Tisugugs 2075 tghgo 0.807%
Parur s O 80 1.65 0.80 1.25

E§ource.__K. Mohammed Kungu Coir Yarn' A Study of leferent Txpes
R CeE ¢siviRarn; - Coir Bedrd, 18661

Certaln conc1u51ons may be drawn from the above data. _The

iy sl e R it T Ty el e e g e T
wage rates are lowest in the Aratorg and Vycome strata where the
ISR T : : _." R o ¢ f?,». t el RN T e B L ) K

_domestlc self employeu dﬂlub chuum¢ndte. Wage earnlngs 1n these

:u,_ = .o ™ .
el s . ___._r ¥ S PRI RIS g R R

strata are 20 25 per cent 1ower than the southern dlstrlcts.. An

Al 25 A ~-';--en~-' e PV

1nterest1ng case 1s that of Parur yarn where earnlngs per person
L A LT IRt ’nh JJ_L T TR O ST

_day of work 1s seen to be the hlghest. So ‘are the earnlngs of

Z_..

- RSN P N A T 1 .:,_ ST At . -
the_ splnners.. A d15t1ngu1shing feature of the Parur yarn

CUNATETL Lty LY Aoy RS S DN S

productlon 1s that the splnnlng was done by mostly adult male or

boys Parur yarn belng thlcker and of harder tw1st .15 supposed
townore ardorous worthﬂforolng the worhers to rest thelr brulsed
:hands after .5~6 days:‘of. contlnuous ”nork o leen-.the.under
Lemployment 1nl.the 1ndustry such 1ay ost.are.any'way 1nev1tab1e.
-In contras* the.wage 'earnlngs of the def1bre:ng workers 1n the
iParur | stratum are.: relatlvely 'iaééf. Interestlngly. 'the
deflbrelng actlrlty,;as’ln‘the. other strata, isj undertaken by
,women. ”These ﬁonen” had also been burdened w1th major part of
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cleaning work. Working condi‘ions in the =spinning yards and
.défibrEing‘Ayards were also a contrast: the fﬁrmer in thatched
sheds and thé latter in the open near the pit sites themselves.
It is also interesting to note in this contextlphat the wage
rates in Mﬁppiri yarn, which is another variety with sigﬁifiéant

presence of men, are also relatively higher.a®

A rather puzzling finding is that the earnings in Anjengo
stratum were lower than the Mangadan stratum. This is in
contrast to the contemporary situation as well as descriptions of
the labour conditions given in the minimum wages committee
reborts.“ If true, the relatively lower wages in the Anjengo
stratum when 'compared to the immediate neighbouring stratum of
‘Mangadan could be considered as an important factor that
facilitated the higher incidence of large scale units in the
former. Buf‘given the-limitatiuns of the data we would prefér to

be cautious in drawing any strong conclusion.

As the Minimum Wageé Comnittee of 1954 admitted the
statistics of earnings or expenditure are "too vague and.
inperfect'fér correctly judgin§ the extent of misery that had
enveloped the coastal region®” and an “insufficient guide to the
understanding and measurement of  human suffering"4? No
statistics could substitute the heart rénding descriptions that
this mport contains on the conditions of labour particularly in
Cochin—fanyannoor taluks: “For a 1long time the workers have not
been able.to obtain a good meal on any day except én featival
days... Even that was made possible only. by starvation on

subsequent days. Usually they take a little ‘Black Tea' early in



the morning and go to the work spots. 1In the noon intervals they
- are able fo take a little dry .apioca and grouad nut cakes which
they supplement by drinking water. Afterireturning_late in the
night, they prepare ‘Kanji' and drink the watery portion giving
the residue to the men and children in the fémily. Most of the
workers were found to be wearing only rags in the working
spots... Girls between 1€ to 20 were dwarfed on account of
insufficient nourishment. Women between 25 and 30 were so worn
out by work and starvation that they looked 40 to 50 years_qf
age. The workers who are spinning coir cannot as a rule work for
more than 4 or 5 days a week. Génerally'they start work at 3‘9r
4 0'clock in the mofning‘and contiﬁue their work upto 5ﬂ30 oer
or even 7 p.m. with a short interval in the afternoon.i“This
craze of early work is the outcome of their desire tq.earn_as
-much as they could by turning out more work on piece_fate éystem
...At this rate a worker is able to get Re.l1 tec¢ Re. 1-4-0 per

day...48

In the rest of the Vycome stratum in Kottayam distgicg or
Aratory¥Beach strata in Alleppy district, the conditions were npt
mucl. better than the Cochin area. Working conditions improved as
one noved southwards to the Ashtamudy-Mangadan areas. In the
Anjengo area the_workiﬁg hours were comparatively shorter and in
largér units even working sheds or shady places were provided for
phe workers. The employers also gave advances to workers to
ensure their continuous employment and glso small presents during

festivals.
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Trades Unions and Industrial Structure

An important feature .of the industry that the Minimum Wages
Committee of 1954 noticed was that "whenever 1labour (was)
orjanised under trade unions,\the conditions of labour (were)
comparatively better"4?. In the whole Cochin area there were no
effective 1labour unions. But in the OQuilon - T;ivandrum
districts, particularly in the latter, the "workers 'kwere)
organised and ~(were)‘ concious of ‘their legitimate. rights and
claims"3?® .The fixation of the minimum wages and widespread
struggles of the workers to impleﬁent them led to a virtual
turmoil in the industry. The employers generally avoided the
paynment - of the minimum wages or increased the work-loads or
denied the workers the customary rights which were not specified.
in the recommendations. It was held that minimum wages could not
be paid without significant red;ctioﬁ in the prices of husks.
Even coir co—operatives_sought exemption from the minimum wages.
Widespread lockouts and tension in the industry forced the
goverament to appoint the Coir AdviSory Committeé to review the
situation. The representations received by the Coir Advisory
Committee from every centre it visited vividly expressed how the
fixation of the minimum wages and the ensuing controversies were
instrumental in the rapid spread of unionisation during the mid

fifties. Vhat was its impact on the_industrialistructure?

We are rather handicapped by the absence of data on the
industrial stricture in answering this question. The ratt census

‘reports of 1962 and 1965 do not provide size wise distribution of

ratt spinning .,units. So we are contrained to satisfy ourselves
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with thé average number of atts per unit for the various
districts. (See‘ Table 9) We observe that; in all districts
except Kottayanm, phe average number of ratts per establishment
declined between 1955 and 1962. We hold that during 1955-62
there was a general trend towards smaller establishments and
closure of the larger ones. The Minimum Wages Committee of 1963
noted: "Even in the wheel spinning areas the tendency is to split
up larger units of say ten or fifteen spindles into units of one,’
tﬁo or three respectivelf".’l Our detailed field enquiries in
Trivandrum District confirmed the existence of greater number of
larger establishments in the early 'fifties. It was opined in
the mid thirties that the optimum size of a coir unit, more
common in southern Kerala, was about 40 persons daily - 14 women
each for defibreing and spinning, 7 children for rotating the
wheel and 3 ﬁen for retting and cleaning.®? 8o the process of
decentralisation of production during 1955-62 period was in fact
a continuation of a trend started much earlier. This we hold was
closely related to the development of the trade'union movement in
the spinning sector and the struggles of the workers for better

labour conditions.

The initial phase of the trade union movement, however, was
not very successful in effecting any dramatic improvement in the
labour conditions. The second minimum wages committee .that
toured the coir districté in 1961 "found very 1little changeg in
the working conditions in the industry”®3 since thé previous
réport. It took more than a decade for the wages to reach.the
subsistence minimum recommended in 1954.%4¢  But from the mid

sixties the state of affairs began to rapidly change.
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Table ~
‘Trend in the Number of Rattc and Average Ratt Per Unit
Name of the district ) 1955 1962 1965
: No.of Average No.of Average No.of Average
ratts ratt/unit ratts ratt/unit ratts ratt/unit
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Trivandrum 7650 2.49 9273 2.29 7944 2.77
Quilon 8157 1.67 8399 1.47 8297 1,58
Kottayan 2839 1.12 3445 1.02 4302 1.19
Alleppy 6234 1.24 10256 1.23 9293 1.07
Ernakulam 3054 1.44 3853 - 1.13 3374 1.15
Trichur 672 1.65 1274 1.61 1246 1.86
Paighat 506 2.47 . 454 1.55 369 1.53
Kozhikode 204 2.65 472 1.52 336 . 1.76
Canannore 11 1.57 128 1.25 90 1.51
Total 29327 1.92 37554 1.42 35311 1.47

Source: Coir Board, Report of the Survey of Coir Spindles, Ernakulam, 1957.
Coir Board, Survey Reports on Coir & Industry, Cochin, 1968.

The formation of the United Front Government in 1967 and the

active entry of CITU into the coir industry marked a new stage in

the struggles in the coir spinning sector.%® The Minimum Wages

Committee »f 1972 found that the wages prevalent in 1971 were 10

to 125 per zent above the notified minimum wages.®® 1In fact, the

new wage rafes fixed by the Committee were only a regularisation

of the actuzl gains

struggles. Thus, the

rapid wage escalation

" 10). The minimum

renotified in

1956

Advisory Comaittee.

won by the workers through their own

period from mid-sixties proved to be one of

in the coir
wages fixed
&8 per the

“he increase

spinning sector. (Sed Table

'in 1954 had been modified and

recommendations of the Coir

in minimum‘wages'between 1956

and 1964 was only 12 to 25 per cent for various items of work,
* Even these remained largely unimplemented and the actual wages
"received by the workers remained more or less at same level as in

the early ‘fifties. However, we find that basic wage rates fixed
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in 1972 had increased by 100 per cent above those of 1964.
Further,_it was nbtifiéd that.ﬁhe workers were to be entitled to
a flat rate DA of Rs. 0.79 per day. This DA ﬁés linked to the

cost of 1living 1ndex with the provision of 3 paise for every 5

point increase in the index.

Table 10
Minimum Wages in Coir Spinning Sector 1956- 1971 {Rs}

Itens 1956 1964 1871

1 2 3 4

Counting of raw husks ) {Per 1000} 0.37 0.46 0.92
Counting of retted husks ( " ) 0.50 0.56 1.12
Putting husks into the plts’ « " ) 1.75 2.00 4.00
Taking out husks from the pit ( " ) 1.75 2.00 4.00
Beating the fully retted husks ( ™ ) - 1.12 1.40 . 2.80
Cleaning with willowing mach1ne { 100 husks) 0.44 0.55 1.10
Cleaning manually 0.57 0.70 1.40
Spinning:Anjengo varn 13-14 score 2807 m runnage) 2.50 3.00 6.00

[the workloads for each type of yarn was :
. different]

- Hand spinning: Beypore per kg. 0.22 0.44
' Quilandy per kg. . 0.27 0.54
Thirur Choodi per kg. 0.28 . 0.55

Source: Notification No.LVI - 13770/55 dt. 19.1.1956
Notification No.52612/1+2/63/HLD dt. 24.9.1964
Notification No.15907/A1/71/CSWD dt. 22.12.1971

Vigorous trade union aqfions_for the first time .forced the
employers to implement the notified wéges espegially in
Trivandrum and Parur areas. The_government.attempted. to provide
the retted husks at fair prices by notifying the ceiling prices
for husks in each region. Though ordere to .this .effect had been

- passed in 1969, the husk merchants had it squashed through legal
courts. In the new situation,  the trade uniops_thrqugh popular
interventions tried__to_prevéﬁt black marketeering and forced the
retters to sell the husk at notified pricés; ' Trade gnion

pressure was also instrumental in forcing the government to open
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fair.price aepots to purchase ti:z yarn producec after paying the
minimum wages.?7

‘Paradoxically it would appear from Table 9 .that there
occured a reversal of the fragmenfation process during this phase
of intensification of the trade union struggle. The average ratt
per unit in Trivandrum, Quilon and Trichur districts rose
significantly between 1962 and 1965. Kottayam district, once
again, is the only major excéption. Was there really such a
tendeﬁcy in ' operation during the mid sixtieseat least in certain

AN

pockets? If so what factors were responsible for it?

The New Defibreing Technology and its Impact

Our hypothesis is that ‘the new phenoﬁenon was related to the
introduction and . spread of the mechanical’ technology for
défibreing. "The defibreing machine was a gimple mechanical
contrivance "developed indigeneously and fabricated by
.enterprising country smithsr Initially it was only a larger and
modified version of the willowing machines, The defihreing
machine consisted of a fast revolving nail-barbed drum to which
husks vere fed through two closely pressed rdlleré. The nails on
the drun shreded the husk into fibres. ~Each mill needed around
'20 female workers to peal the husks, 10 male workers to run the
machinery and another 20 feémale workers to remove thg pith from
the fibre. . A mill on an 8 hour shift could defibre around 8000

husks'which normally'ﬁould have needed around 100 manual workers.

1
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In 1955, there existed only 6 such defibreing machines. But
from the mid sixties es the trade union militancj gained momentum
the number of such mills began to rapidly increase, A
technological innovation introduced in the defibreing mills at
the end of 'sixties further decreased the labour requirement and
resulted in significant cost reduction. The new machine
consis?ed of a ldng’shaft to which a number of beater arms are
attached and is enclosed in a metal case of iron rods that acted
as the sifter. The shaft is rotated at high speed and husks are
fé& from one end. The pith fall through the éase while the
¢leaned fibre comes out through the other end. The new
technology not only saved the bottleneck of manually sifting the
fibre but also saved on the cost of space for sifting and drying
the fibre. By 1973 it was eétimated that there were around 400

machines in operation in Kerala.%®

The initial cost reduction effected by the machinery was not
very substantial.?®® Moreover - the machine extraction also
resulted in the deterioration of the quality of the fibre. Its
value lay more in reducing the 1labour requirements in the
spinning establishments. The mills were set up by the larger
producers themselves or by other rural entreprgneurs.who defibred
the husks for the spinning establishments on a contract basis.
Thus the mills enabled the spinnigg establishments to do away
with defibreing workers who constituted around  30 per cent of
théir workforce. And this section of the  workers witﬁ higher
incidénce of the hired labqur'and most often working outside the
homesteads of the entrepreneurs by the pits or backwater sideé

were the backbone of the trade union movement. The larger
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establishme:.ts could now incre sie their ratts rithout the danger
of ballooning the number of erkers..

That - this reversal of the trend towards larger
establishménts is no statistical illusion of averages is proved
conclusively by_ the data we hnave filtered from the village
registers of _spindles that we'have been able to salvage for the
‘Trivandrum.District.' (See table 11). It is found that a process
oi differentiation among the producers had set in: The share of 1
;att-units increaséd (+7 percentage pqints); the middle sized (2-
;5)_ratt units declined (;11.05 percentage points) and the large

sized units increased (+2.82 per centage parts). The large 6+

Table 11

The Ratt Size Wise Distribution of Spinning Establishments
: in Trivandrum District

S e e e G B D D Sy e e e ke > A D S R S o e i e it e St U P N R e e v e e S P e o S vy W e ke D D R P e et s e S D G N gy e b 0 S S e S e e S G

Ratt size class . 1955 1965
No. of Establishk- No.of Ratts No.of Establish- No.of Ratts
ments . nents
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1 1019 (33.10) 1019 (13. 32) 1018 (40.34) 1018 (14.70)
2 991 (32.19) 1982 (25.90) 610 (24.18) . 1220 (17.62)

J -5 884 (28.71) NA 648 (25.68) 2369 (34.21)
6 - 10 164 ( 5.32) NA 204 (8.09) 1506 (21.75)
10+ . 20 ( 0.64) NA 43 (1.70) 811 (11.71)

Total 3078(100.00) 7650 (100.0) 2523 (100.0) 6924(100.00)

e e e e el P R e

Sourcé: Report of the Census of Coir Spindles, 1957 and Registers of Coir
Spindles 1965, Coir Board.

Note: Total Number of coif establishﬁénts and ratts in Trivandrum District
in 1965 were 2998 AND 7944 respectively.

class emerged as the economically decisive group in Trivandrum
District employingﬂ32upg:-cent of the ratts in existence. In our
field enquiry we came across an employer who in 1970 engaged a

ﬁtbtal‘offxgﬁ ratts in his different vards.
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The Regulationg and the Deciine ofuLarge Scalé Ugits

However, such large establishmen§8"have today disappéared
from the scene. The present trend is once again tdwards petty
production. This frend is 1related to the ban on defibreing
mills. The large scale displaceﬁent of workers created
widespread rural unrest in the coif belt.®° It waé. estimated b&
the Planning Board that the complete mechanisgtidn of defibréingl
would displace 81,562 out of the 1,12,000 manual workers engaged
in fibre production.S! Violent mobs in some instances broke up
the machinery and threw them into the backwaters. This strdggie
against defibreing mills reached its zenith in 1972. Cases of
starvation death among the unemployed husk beaters were reported.
Thousands of workers were arrested, hundreds of volﬁnteers were
tortured and one worker was killed in the police firing. 1In
September =1973‘ government was forced-to.bén the husk beating

machines from operating in the Southern Districts.

The ban on- mechanical defibreing meant a maséive
reemployment of manual workers to extract fibre by the largér
establishments. The situation was aggravated by the chaotic
conditions in the husk market. A virtual dual pricing system
came into being: -The retted husks at controlled brices'weré'made
available to the co-operative sectér, while the private ehploybrs
had to rely on blackmarkets where the ruling prices were often
duﬁble the controlled prices. This situation made the profitable
runhing of a'private establishment after paying the minimum wages
;mposs;ble {(See Table 12). It :is seen that even after paying

around 22 per cent less than ' the statutory minimum wages,.the



production costs in the large private establishments in the
Anjengo area were higher than the co-operative sector due to the
high blackmarket prices of husks. This diffefence was largely
‘made up through further petty thievings from the wages of the
workers. However, these praétices were difficult in the larger
_establishments where the strength of the_unién was greater. The
result has been a significant decline in the number of larger
establishments. In 1955, there were around 900 to 1000
establishments employing more than 20 workers. According to the
estimate made by IAMR in 1976 excluding the c¢oir co-¢peratives,
the total number of coir establishments with more than 20 workers
was only around 550.62
Table 12

Cost of Production of Anjengo Yarn in the Co-operative
and Private Sector 1976

- R 2 . e e s e T Y S SO P D D MG e e e ik et e e e e o e e % D T D S Ml i e e e e e Y W D D N NS S S B ke Al B oy e e e o o e Y T P —

CVCS Ltd.No.46 CVCS Ltd.No.286 CVCS SA Bro Sali

(95 Kg) (90 Kg) Ltd. thers Anjengo
e (90 Kg)161 Kaniya-{90 Kg)

(90 Kg) puram

1 2 3 4 5 6
Cost of greéh hhsk 72.00 72.00 72.00 126.00 128.00
' (24.4) (25.8) - (26.7) (42.9) (44.7)
ﬁetting charges upto  34.70 _ 22.00 20.00 20.00 19.50
the beating yard {11.8) : (7.8) {(7.4) (6.8) (6.8)
Labour charges: 188.14 - 185.12 178.15 147.50 139.00
{63.8) -(66.3) {65.9) (50.3) (48.5)
Production cost per 294.84 279.12 270.15 293.50 286.50

. quintal {100.0) (100.0)  (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

- A B B e e e o . T Y T P W 8 o it b e e o o b o e o o e e o o ks A e o e  — — — — — ~

Source: Coir Board

Our recent field visits also indicate that the putting out
arrangements in the ratt spun yarn sector have become more
widespread. | Such arrangements are dominant in wvillages that

utilise a substantial quantity of fibre brought from Malabar and,



during the past few years, fror Tamil Nadu for spinning yarn. It
is the merchants who  undertake the transportation and
distribution of fibre to the spinning hougeholds. Even some of
the reputed export houses have begun to import cheap fibre from

Tamil Nadu for supplying their captive spinning units.¢?

The Persistence of the Petty Production Structure

Now we are in a better position to clarify why despite the
significant economies of scale enjoyed by the larger units, the
process of differentiation among the prodﬁcers has been thwarted.
The available data do not reveal any size relaﬁed trend. in the
productivity differences between the establishments. If it all
it does, it'is_that the productivity per worker is lower in the
larger establishments. {See Table 13). This was despite the

much higher number of working desys for the larger units.t4

Table 13

OQutput per Worker and per Rupee of Equipment in Varicus Size Classes of
Spinning Establlshments
Size class Output per worker (Rs) Output per rupee of equipment (Rs)
(No. of workers) Trivandrum Quilon RAlleppy Trivandrum Quilon - Alleppy .

B oy e e o Y et e S S D T L e e P P T o e e e e e B e e i e O S S B S D P Ay e e B B e 0 e P e o e e e T Y S e e

1 2 3 4 5 ) 7
2-4 1283.04 ' 16.16 - -
5-~9 977.19 1312.32 962.14 22.16 . 28.95 21.83
10 -14 960.38 1309.25 952.38 18.49 24.13 23.40 -
15 ~19 1001.00 1155.24 977.36 22.62 27.33 18.83
20 ~49 1035.87 1182.05 858.83 22.21 31.80 25.88
50+ 817.47 630.88 - 310.99 22.96 22.30. 12.79

Source: IAMR, Sectoral Stndles Employment Study of C01r Industrx. (Mimeo), New
Delhi, 1979.

Note: 1) The data for 2-4 size class for Quilon and Alleppy Districts are
excluded because they contain a number of handsplnnlng units also whlch
-yitiate the result. .

. 2} It is not clear if the ‘equipments’ includes means of “transport..
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It should be noted that with regards to the production
conditions proper, the larger establishmes.ts were qnly a
duplicatioﬂ of the sﬁaller units on a larger scale. The only
differeﬁce.laf in a 1limited increase in the divisiqn of 1abou;
[which, in. fact, often proved to be liability because suca minor
jqbs we%e often carried out by the workers as a part of their
main activity in the smaller establishments] and the motorised
cleaning machines owned by some of the larger establishments.
The prcfitability of these machines depended‘upon the sexvice
charges received from other producers. | Often in slack season,
the self-employed workers in the smaller establishments preferred

to do the cleaning manually by themselves.

Not only was there no significant ~increase in the
productiQity with increase in the size of the establishments, but
“they also had to incur additional expenditure on labour charges.
Workers being better organised in the larger establishments, the |
larger establishments were often forced to provide better working
conditions such as drinking water facilities, shade from sun,
urinals etc. The wage rates and othef benefits like annual bonus
- were also higher in the larger estabiishments. Further, in the
larger establishments it was more difficult to undertake petty
thievings from the piece rates of the WOrkefsllike concealed
increase in the runnage or scorage of yarn and increase the
workload in the husk beating. This tends to widen the real

v

differences in the wage rates (See Table 14).

These  diseconomies can be avoided and the marketing

‘economi:es, ' that ~we - discussed earlier, can be availed of by
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remaining a mere " trader. In short, given the marketing and
production conditions trade activity has a premium. Capiéal can
remain in the trading spherel leaving.broduction to_the petty
producers from whom the ﬁhole surplus,- some times even the
necessary labour, c¢an be squeezed out through manipulations iﬁ

the market. Petty production n t only survives but also tends to

get accentuated.

Table 14
Nominal and Real Wage rates in Kadakkavoor Village - 19784135)
tt size Husk beating ‘ Spinning Rotating Bundling Bonus given to
lass {Per ‘00) {per vandy) adult workers
Nomipal Real Nominal Real Nominal :

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 1.95 1.46 3.87 3,58 2.00 1.7% 9.37
2.~ 3 2.08 1.48 3.97 3.78 1.97 1.83 14.44 -
4 -5 1.85 1.51 4.00 3.81 2.00 2.12 18.57
6 -9 1.97 1.59 4,00 3.92 2.00 .1.86 21.42
10 + 2.06 1.61 4.00 3.79 2.06 1.89 31.7%

urce: Same as Ior Table 16

SECTION IV

THE TRADING CAPITAL

The merchants, who through various direct and indirect means
controlled thé fate of the self employed and the wage workers in
the petty units, have been a recurrent theme of our discussions
in the last two sections. We shall_ now take a closer 1look at
their nature, composition- andv operations. They are not a
homogeneous group or even a single chain of hierarchical
interests. Various strata with conflicting as well as

QSNNQS'ﬂ“xaxY interests can be identified who may be divided into
‘9“9& un the raw auﬂ ‘retted husk dealers (b) the

A
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village and wholesale bazzar dealers of coir yarn and (c) the

. «xporters of coir yarn.
'The Husk: Merchants

-Thé husk .mefchants have been the most controversial tradihg
7group.'-Though'most of them are men of relatively smaller money
[resoﬁices when comp;red to the exporters or even wholesale yarn
—dealers,.becauée of their proximity to the producers, their shaﬁp

;prctices have drawn greater popular attention and revulsion.

The retted husks market is controlled by a group of large-
iéﬁé;é; commercial retters. . “There is no precise information
.regarding -the degree of monopoly in the market. The datg we

p;gpentfinlwable'is.is an underestimate of the ﬁonopolistic_power:
wielded Ey tﬁe large scale retters. The Coir Board Survey Report
from whiéh-above data is “taken itself has 'édmitted that "the
retters whiie furnishing the information were motivated by fear

and prejudices” and therefore the data- collected .was Yan
:ﬁhdéféstimation.“sﬁ Further, there are.reasons to believe that

some of .the lafgér- retters like the "one ' particular retter in
Xratbryuaréa" who retted "more husks than the entire hﬁsks retted
by ali_étﬁér‘rétteré of (the) crea together" were not included as

“the"néceésary information could not be collected".ss



Table 15 .
Size Dlstrlbutlon of Retters for Various Coir Strata 1962 63
Number of retters Numner of husks retted
"in percentages in percentages
Strata Small Medium Largs Total Small Medium Large Total
retters retters retters retters retters retters
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Anjengo 35.97 46.51 17.52 100 1.27 20.54 78.20 100
Mangadan 51.29 38.32 10.39 100 2.48 29.7F 67.76 100
Ashtamudy 18.82 51.47 19.71 100 1.37 34.91 '63.70 100
Alapadan 90.30 9.25 0.45 100 25.63 52.173 21.64 100
Aratory 86.41 11.05 2.54 100 9.25 13.77 70.99 100
Vycome 93.32 4.67 2.01 100 21.59 13.28 65.13 100
Parur 3 29.26 47.44 23.30 100 1.17 17.11 81.72- 100
Malabar area 14.72 57.25 28.03 100 0.73 20.73 78.55 100
Muppiri 29.61 50.90 19.49 100 . 1.33 27.73 . 70.94 100
Other spindle

spinning areas 96.15 3.12 0.73 100  43.84 13.25 42.91 100
Other retting

areas 28.47 50.84 20.69. 100 1.16 25.79 73.05 100
Total for all 63.18 26.56 10.26 100 3.72 22.38 73.90° - 100

areas

- A - . v A S S .t S P ek e e A P B G e S = R T e S e e A Y S

[Source: Coir Board, Survey Reports on Coir Industry, Ernakulam, ¢968]

Note: Range of husk turpnover Average turnover Number of Retters
Srmall retters less than 500 1600 15031
Medium retters 5001 - 50,000 22500 6319
Large retters more than 50,000 192000 2441

— = - ——— o e

Despite the limitations of the data it 1is Seen thgt.the
large retters‘numbering 10 per-cent controlled neariy 75 per cént
of the retted husks. There had seen an under eStim;tion of the
husks retted in the state at leasf By aroﬁnd 50 pér cent in the
census of retters. It is 1likely that far'greater‘ éhére Qf the
underestimation is accounted for by thé large rettérs thén the
smaller ones. If one adjusts for the underestimation of husks
retted, the control of the large retters would be as high as 90.

to 95 per cent of the retted husk market!



The small and mediuﬁ ~ retters are producers of yarn
themselves. They'got their supplies of raw husk from the gardens
in the 1oca1ity itself or from the copra merchants in the area.
some of them made purchases from the raw husk dealers aiso (See
Table 4). Some of the medium retters might have been local
landowners who prefered to rett their own husks. However, .the
‘small and medium retters in the handspinhing areas .were largely
smaller middlemen, who supplied the retted husk to the domestic
workers. It is seen that 99.5 per cent of the retters in the
Alappadan hand spun stratum were small and medium retters and

‘they c¢ontrolled nearly 80 per cent of the husks.

The large retters, especially in the Malabar area, were
mostly copra mérchants. Husks were & byproduct of their coconut
business. They defibred the husks in their own yards or through
middlemen. Only lesé.'than 5 per cent of the retted husks in
Malabar were sold to the producers by the merchants.&? 28 per
cent of the retters in Malabar region were large retters who

controlled'ao per cent of the husks.

On the other hand, the large retters in Travancore-Cochin
region undertook retting _bﬁsiﬁess in ordér_to sell the retted
husks to the yarn. producers. Most of fheir’husk requirements
were purchased from the larger coconut landholders in the region
or from copra merchants in the midlands. They advanced' money to
agents who ' contacted the copra merchants in the hinterlands or

wholesale raw husk dealers.'
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The wholesale raw husk dea.ers were concgntrated in raw husk
trading centfes situatgd at 'transport vantage points 1like
juncﬁions of water ways. The huskg were transported to .these
" collection points by primary ﬁusk collectors dealing directly
with owners of coconut lands or sﬁaller copra merchants in the
hinterlands - ‘a difficult but lucarative business".®® .Most of
the primary husk collectors undertook it as a subksidiary
‘occupation. Thé collec£ion net work had evolved over time and
'ﬁas‘a highly informal one; .But the pivotal fole it played in the
émooth running of the industry cannot be under estimated.
Cbconut_is a ubiquitous commodity grown by small holders spread
across the coastal and mid lands of RKerala. On the other hand,
retting and spinning activity is concentrated along backwaters of
the coastal taluks. Around 70 per cent of the_coir yarn
production takes place 1in the coastal taluks of Trivandrum,
Qﬁilbn and Alleppy districts. But these taluks account for less
than a quartér of the coconut production in thg state. Thus
large quantity of husks have to be collected and transported to
the retting are#s from far flung coconut growing hinterlands.

But it may be noted that the intermediaries and‘dealers in
raw husks had\relatively very much lower bargaining power than
the retters because.of the perishable nature of the commodity.
Raw husks have to be steeped in water as.quickly as possible and
dried husk have only fuel value. There was significant vertical
integration between the raw husk andﬂrgtted husk markets, the
cléssié example being copra merchants of Malabar. Further, in
mést cases; .except for the 1;rger r;w husk dealers in the major
husk collection centres® such as Kayamkulam, the raw husk

intermediaries were mere agents of the retted husk dealers.



Becaus~ . of the monopoli~tic power enjoyed by the large
retters whenever coir priées rose, they were able to hike wup the
prices of retted: husks. ?éo that the additional gain from the.
higher-priges.(could not) be retained by the producer or be
shared by the labourer but (was) immediately transferred to the
retted husk dealer".¢® . The manipulations of the retted husk
dealers were responsible for the ineffectiveness of the 1954 and
1964 minimum  wage legislations in the industry. The Coir
Advisory Committee, which enquired into the widespread lock outs
and industrial unrest following the introduction of the first
minimum wage  legislation, found that the husk prices had to be
regulated if  reasonable earnings had to be ensured to the
workers. The immediate impact of the introduction of minimum
wages was é general fall in husk prices. "But meanwhile during
the transitional stégé a number of small producers whp could not
get husks at remunerative prices were obliged to stop business.
The resulting unemployment and dislécation of production
{leading) to the appointment of (Advisory)' Committee to review
the situation”’? aroused expectations of revision of minimum
wages. "This led to a recovery of husk prices and competitive
buying especially when the prices of coir began t'.o_::'isr-.-“"1 This
situation by and large conttnued till mid-'sixties, when the
trade union nhovement begaﬁ to gain momentum in the spinning

sector and regulation of the husk market became a major issue of

industriasl policy.

The Regulated Husk Market Regime.

During the- years 1973 to 1975 the government of India and

Kerala issued nearly a dozen orders and notifications to regulate
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the operations of the husk dealers and to méke available husks at
fair prices to the producers.?: We s8hall not go into the
chronology of these orders or notifications but only summarise
‘the major regulations that were sought to be -implemented through
them. We shall also discuss the modification of these

regulations during the subsequént years.

The most important-heasure was the fixation ?f the ceiling
prices for raw and retted husks in the various coir yarn regiomns
in September 1973. The prices so fixed -ranged from Rs.40 in
southern districts of Trivandrum and Quilon to Rs. 25 in the
northern districts of Calicut and Cannanore. A margin of Rs. 20
to Rs. 25 ie. 50 to 80 per cent was allbwed for the retted husks.
The ceiling prices were € to be periodically revised. - It was
obligatory for every person, dealer-orrpro;ucer not to purchase
or sell or offer to sell h .k at prices higher than thQSQ

¥

specified.

Secondly, all  the dealers of husk and retters were to take
licence under the Coconut Husk Control = Order. Every license
holder was to file a monthly return of his stock and transactions
Eo the licensing officer.

Thirdly, the movement of coconut husks from one "locality to
the other was regulated through the issue of permits. The export
of fibre and husk to outside the state was banned. This was
specifically meant to curb the movemént of husks to Ranyakumari

and fibre to Salem in Tamil Nada.
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Fourthly, a machinery r the imple-entation of the
regulations was sought to be created through strengthening and
modifying the Coir Development Scheme that was being
oéerationalised as jafpart of the fifth Five Year Plan Programme.
According to this scheme the coir producing areas 1in the state
were grouped undef 9 projects, each under a project officer. The
Qpeciai officer in charge of the whole scheme was appointed a§
the Licgnsing Ofiicer and the project officers as inspectors:
The Licensing Officér.and his subordinates not below thé_rank of
a District Industries Officer were empowered to enforce the
provisions of the Husk Control Order by seeking information;
asking for the production of related books or documents and
ihspecting them, stopping and searching any vehicle or vessel
susﬁeéted to contravene the previsions of the order, entering and
-searching any premiias énd even seizing related articles if thére
was reason to believe that contravention of the provisions of the
ordér.might be committed. Advisory Committees of non officials

at state and project levels were also constituted to assist and

advise the authorities.

Due to the wubiquitous mnature of the commodity and the
jinformal market network of husk collection that was prevelant,
nuﬁéroué problemrs cropped up during the implementgtion of the
regulations oftén rendering the latter ineffective.?? The
‘-machinery drawn up fof the purpose was totaly inadequate for the
task.  Even the applications for licenﬁing or monthly returns
could not be procéssed let alone policing the retting or movement
of: husks. Given the ineffectivenegs of the machinery,\trade

unions often took the initiative to implement the regulations.



'Bﬁt‘ultimately it onlf added t. the uncer£ainty and arbitariﬁess
in the 'market. Further,. even at a .concep;ual level the
regulations were. flawed. There was :no aptempt to create an
alternative machinery for the colléction.and disposal of husks in
the place of the traditional marketihg cﬁannels lﬁhat the
regulations would have ceftainly'disrupted. There was an élemeqt
of adhocism in the way ordérs were issued, reissued and then
modified adding to the confﬁsioﬂ in the market. » |

The regulations could not have been introduced at a less
opportune time than in 1973. It was just two months 5efore ﬁhe
first Husk Control Order in September 1973‘the husk defibpeipg
mills were banned in the southern districts. The gan had giyep
rise to temporary fibre shortage in the industry due .tomthe
dislocation of the fibre pfoductibn and scafcity of retted husks
of éuality suitable for manual defibreingf- "In this backg:dﬁpd
the imposition of  too many  controls without éffective
‘implementation and the freéuent revisions in the fegulatiqns
contributed to an atmosphére of uncertainty; fear énd inactioﬁ.
Supply of husks to the retting fields declined. The shortage of
fibre accentﬁated and there was marked decline in the_prodgctiop
adversely affecting even the exports. The government reéﬁén&eﬁ
with new. restrictions on the movement of fibre to §ﬁt$ide tLe
state. However,nfhe situatioen continued to deteriorété furth;r
"to a° state of withdrawal'bn the part of law abiding retters on
the one hand and a floﬁfishing Blaék ma?ket in husks 'fostered sy
such elements who were prepared to veer rouhd the 1$ww§nddmage
large profits in clandestine obéfationsl"" \_Thé'p§§qufiqn:§g
yarn fell cdnsiderébl&, prices sﬁafé&‘;ﬂd éﬁén the.weQQiﬁé secfor

was adversely affected.



In ordrr to diffuse the crisis, the government relaxed the
regulétory measures. The huskr mocement 'permits_were'issued
liberally to ptivate retters S0 lohg as they supplied a part of
it to the cooperative sector at the not1£1ed prices. The rest of
the husks were permltted to be sold in the Open‘ market without
‘ang restriction. Some of the regulations such‘es.husk_end fibre
export control ordar ngtified under Defence of India Rules during
.the period of Internal Emergency were allowed to lapse. There
ﬁas no attempt to.strengthen the implementation'machinery or draw
.cp an alternative marketing organisation. " The defacta dual price
eystem enatled the cooperatives to procure a limited amount of
huek at fair prices but left the unorganised private sector to
.the mercy of .speculators,' particularly in the southern three
districts of the state As can Dbe seen from table 16 the
”dlfferential between the two prices that was below 50 per cent in
'1977 has tended to w;den over tinme.

Table 16

Notified Prices and Open Market Prices of Raw Husks
{Rs for 1000 husks)

- = —— -t = ——

January 1977 January 1978 January 1990
Notified Open Notified Open ©Notified Open
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1 2 3 4 -] 6" 7
Chirayinkil . 68 . 98 72 148 155 375
Quilon 68 105 68 150 152 375
Alleppy : 62 78 65 108 125 NA
Vaikom 60 60 60 60 125 225
N.Parur 42 60 52 NA 1256 185
Trichur 42 60 53 NA 125 155
Ponnani 52 - 90 55 85 - 115 145
Calicut 52 90 55 85 115 200
Cannanore 45 : 108 R 1. 108 110 140

_[Source. Report of the High Level Study Team on Coir Indugtry,
{Mimeo), Planning Commission, New Delhi, 1978, and
information supplied by Coir Workers Centrel]

——



After examining the situat on thé>High"L-/e1 étﬁdy ‘Team of
the Planhing Cbmmission“fecdmmendéd that “the movement contréi‘of
husk in Rerala must belremovéd so that fhé market forcés move
husk to the areas~'of démané-ﬁore quickiy and efficiently".?d
They were in favour of a levy ;Ystem only if a dual .price éoliéy
in favour of the cooperatives was legaly.sustainable. IA effect
they were arguing for the forméiisation of tﬂé existiﬁg defaéﬁo
arrangements and for remoéiﬂg the arbitériﬂess iﬁvoived”in the
broject officers fixing the.qﬁota for “the’cooperatives 'from the
permit "holders. . After pfélonged hesitation finally in'19éo
notification was issued introducing a single point levy syétem io

‘collect 30 per cent of the husk from the retters.7°'

Even the new 1levy system failed to improve the ﬁuéﬁ
prdcurement.' After «a initial year of success. in 1985;86 thn
"nearly <& million husi ez ;:::ufed, the husk broﬁufemenﬁ
dramaticaly declined to 13 million husks. = The new regulation
failed to reckon with an import&nt sttuctural change that had
occurred in the husk market. The monopolistic‘commercial retters
had by and large withdrawn from buisness after the infréddetién
of the regulations. ‘The husk fetting, particularly in the
'southern districts, was increéﬁingly being unde;taken by thé yarn
producers_themselves. The single point levy from the retters
hastened the withdrawal of  commercial retters, often, intO'the
raw husk market which was being deregulated. 1In practice it was
difficult to collect the-ievy from the numerous small retters and

levy collection was physically opposed by the latter.
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Therefcre, in April 1988 y~t another modification was made.
. According to the new three point levy system copra merchants; raw
hugsk dealeis and husk retters are required to sell not .leés'thén
30 per cent of the husk handled by them to the agencies
authorised by the government at the notified prices.77' Uniform
levy rate 1is fixed at all the three points in order to prevent
the-evasion~of the levy obligations. 1If .it is proved that 1évy
has already been paid at one point the subsequent transactions on

the same husk are exempted from the levy.

It is too early to evaluate the three point levy systenm.
Even though it seems to have resulted in significant improvement
of husk procurement, the supply has continued to be much lower
tﬁan~=the -husk requirement of the cooperative system. | The
differential between notified and open market prices have tended
to:widen. ‘Ev=n though husk movement controls are no more legallf
operative, some sort of movement regulation is inevitable if the
levy ébligations are to be enforced. Another problem that-has
been becoming sharply evident in recent times is the increasing
demand for husk as a fuel material due to escalation of firewood
prices.?’® The notified prices are 1lower than the price of dry
husk for fuel. The result is a significant diversion of husks
either as fuel or to brown fibre industry, pérticularly in the
Northern Kerala where the differential between notified and open

market prices is relatively lower.

- Meanwhile the 1érge scale commercial ‘retters have slowly
disappeared from the business -scene. The speculative elements’

have shifted to the raw husk market. It has becomé an arena for
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small time .ast operators who uadertake to transport the husks to
rettinglsites completely avoiding the levy or only paying a small

proportion of the legal obligation..

The Coir Yarn'Exporters-

Significant chénges have occurred in the functioning of the
coir yarn market also. But . these changes have been far less

dramatic than those in the husk market..

Before independence the yarn market was controlled by half a
dqzen exporters 4of  eoir yarn. who were . also  important
ﬁénufacturers of coir products, These EBuropean trading firms who
qﬁned the baling presses and had better market contacts in Eurepe
méﬁopoliséd'the exports of coir yarn. But for aﬁ'Indiaﬂ Eirm-all
the other five 1eading exXporters were EBuropean firms. Till the
Depressién these firms consijned their exports to’London from
ﬁhere the coir yarn was exported to the other Eurdpean countries.
From the ‘'thirties the direct exports to other European countfies

began to assume importance. .

fhe Indian entry into the yarn exportfmarket began only in
the post__independenée period. Some of them were able to acquire
sgcqnd hand cotton baling presses and began to -offer competition:
to fhe Europeans. The established exporters through their trade
associlation, Coir Yarn Balers Aésociation, attempted to keep out

the competitors. . The . Association acted as & cartel of leading.

I

yarp,egpqrpers“with.quppas fixed for each-member, :peite fixing

arrangements and gpol,cpntributipnsg and pé 7es-for'exéeeding



Nial

the - quota.*;’ The - competit; R from the indians inéréased
significanfly with the introduction of standardised ﬁages in
baling and rehanking sector in 1359. The Indian shippefs by and
large avoided the payment of standardised rates. The édmpetition
between the two sections resulited in the decentralisation of the
whole rehanking activity. "Zhey engaged their agents to put up
‘small factories at different places and entertain new workmen
quite ignorant of the standardised wage rates... As these workmen
{would) usually be unorganised, sven if they (knew) the wages,‘it
(might) not e possible for them to raise a dispute for
standardised wage for fear of unemployment.BP The retrenchments
from - the larger European establishrents had to ke spread over
longer period of time and meanswhile the Indian shippers made
steady headway into the msrkets underquoting the established

shippers.

Since che Suropeans shippers could no . longer deny baling
‘services con hire to the irndians, they hiked up the baling charges
“f6r ‘outsiders from Rs.10 z bale tc R3.20.9! They tried hérd to
pressurise the Coir Board +to introduce a quota system‘for coir
yarn expcrts 3s measure fo curb the practice of price cutting.
The snaller exporters organised under Kerala Coir Expofters were
successfﬁl in stalling any favourable move ffom the Coir Board to
the propesals of larger shippers.32 Meanwhile the negotiations
for renewzl of the cartel arrangerents amongA the 1leading
exporters .broke down.®3 Some of them were too anxious to
increase their turn over to avail of tex credit facility‘extended
to coir exports 4and were - scepticaﬁ‘ of the success of cartel

arrangement to ward off the Indian conpetition. This situation
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resulted in considerablé decline in profits of tﬁe established
shippers and many of them slowly withdrew from business.®* To
minimise the undesirable price competition, Coir Board introduced.

floor prices and a pre-shipment inspection for coir yarn exports

from 1867.

The above process_resulted in a decliné in the concentration
in the coir yarn export market. However, in recent times the
market share of some of the Indian shippers have considerably
increased. At the same time, it should be noted that the share
of exports in the total production of coir varn probably declined
in the 'seveﬁties. The home market is becoming more important.
The concentration of trade in the Indian market- is significantly

less than in the export market.

The Coir Yarn Dealers

As a rule the coir yarn exporters did not deal directly with
the producers or small dealers in the countryside. The efforts
made at the end of the ‘'twenties to bypass the established net
work of middlemén (probably prompted by the decline in profits
due to the Depression) was "found unremunerative" and given up.88
The petty middlemen and their traditional methods of
exploitation were found to be cheaper means of procurement even

after their markups and manipulations.

The lowest in this chain of intermediaries was the village
petty dealers. They carried on their coir business along with

their other occupations such as provision stores, farming ete.®¢
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Average business turnover of the-village petty dealers was found
to be around Rs.17,000 and their capital investment around
Rs.2000 in 1960.97 Except in the'ﬁeach Yarn area at Alleppy,
where the petty dealers often supplied the yarn to the coir
weavers directly, the village petty dealers disposed of their
yarn to larger dealers in the region itself. It was seen that 60
per cent of the petty dealers disposed of their yarn within a
radius of one milé and another 24 per cent within the radius of

1-4 miles.8®

"Many of the village dealers were mere agents of the larger
dealers who also collected the yarn directly £from the larger
producers and transported them to the warehouses of port bazzar
dealers. The common practice of disposal was to take an advance
at the time of delivery of yarn at a rate of interest ranging
from 10 to 15 per cent. The final settlement was made only after
the bazzar dealer dried, graded andAmade the sale of yarn to the
exporter. Usually a fixed commission and warehousing charges
were deducted from the final payment made to the village dealers.,
Some of the bazzar dealers, especially when in need of sbecific
grades of yafn or in times of scarce supply situation, also sent
out their agents ‘to tour the districts and purchasé varn from the
mofussil éreas.°9 The larger producers directly dealt with the
bazzar dealers.. The bazzar dealers hhd stocked colr yarn on
‘commission agency basis or through direct purchases conducted
considerable épecuiative business. The tendency among the
shipperé since the Depression was tolmake'instantaneous purchases
from the bazzar rather than place forward orders as in the past.

‘The bazzar dealers undertook speculative forward purchases and
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provided hedging facilities to the market.®? The profits of the
bazzar dealers lay in correctly foreseeing the market

fluctuaticus and procuring the yarn from the districts at the
lowest nprices. The coir yArn prices reveal very significant
market fluctuations which tended to increase markedly during the

‘fifties and the 'sixties.®!

The changes in export demand have been the primary causg_fgr
thé fluctuaticns in the yarn price. But one factor that has
tended to increase the fluctuations in price has been the
speculative trends in'the markets. According to the Miniﬁum
Wages Committee: "The speculative trends in the\market.serve to
magnify the effects of a small change in the price of coir yarn
in foreign markets... Often, even when fdreigtlmarket conditions
continue without change the fact that a leading £irm at Alleppy
or Cochin book mére'orders or declined to give orders, or raises
or lowers i s buying rates stinulates or depresses as the case
~may be the local markets rather disproportionately to the volume
of txansactioﬁs involved. To a certain extent, it is therefore
ﬁqééible for the leading firms by clever manipulation ;6 depress
thé.pfices and buy coir yarn at more favourable rates. A rise:ip
price in the foreign ma;kets causes reverse_trend‘which cannot.go
easily be controlled by these firms. Their ability to control
the situatioﬁ depends on the volume of stocksithey have piled up

when the prices are low".%%2

~ Thus even the foreign firms which "usually (did) not make
speculative purchases or sales" increased their over bought

1imits'i§ @hé markets appeared very favourabie. = Usually they
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functioned within comfortable overbought limits which provided
them with a working stock. However, it was found from experience
that none of the dealers could ever be fully relied upon making

operations from an overbought position very risky.92

The coir yarn exporters purchased their yarn requirements
from the bazzar dealers either through brokers or their purchase
clerks. Usually the pﬁrchases were made ‘on terms' with an
agréed proportion of various.grades of yarn in each 1§t. In such
cases only advances were paid on delivery. Final settlement was
made after drying and grading the yarn. ' In times of yarn
scarcity, the exporters were forced to buy in "lot weights" on
full payment, at the time of delivery. 1In a buying pressure
situation the exporters often found it Adifficult to control the
wholgsale_yarn market. They often had to undertake joint market
operations to keep the price:- low;94 &he wholesale bazzar
dealers were vociferous about the purchase pracﬁices, grading and
manipulations of the exporters. On the other hand, the exporters
‘held ~the middlemen responsible for the plight of the small
produqers and the workers. Further, they often found that they
could not gttract larger supply by offering higher prices for the
increases wént into the pockets of middlemen "without 1leading to
increased wages of spinners, which (were) ﬁecessary for an
increase in production"”??% It may be interesting to note that the
coir yarn exporters strongly recommended co-operativisation of
the coir processing sector in order to scuttle the middle men who
were too often slipping out of their hold given the situation of
increased competition among the exporters. . ‘The coir co-

operatives in Malabar had proved to be reliable suppliefs ‘of coir



yarn to the exporters and appeared to them to be the model for

reorganising the industry.96

The trade unioﬁs also argued for co-operativisation of the
spinning sector. However, they claimed that their "perspective
was different irom the proposclis of individuals who view the re-
organisation of the spinning on co-operative basis as a reliable
medium for their exploitation"?? The coir co-operatives weré to
be truly autonomous production organisations of sméll'producefs
and workers. They were to be a part of a larger scheme of
reorganisation of the industry, the main " plank of which was the

nationalisation of exports and large scale manufacture.

SECTICON V
THE CO~-OPERATIVE REORGANISATION OF THE INDUSTRY
We have discussed how the middlemen in husk and yarn markets
wére able to expropriate any advantage in coir yarh'priées
forcing the earnings of the workers into a permanent state of
depression below subsistence minimum. We also saw how the éo?
operative reorganisation of the spinning was advocated by v&fied
interests from the exporters to trade unions (eachi for their own
reasons) as the solution to the miserable living éonditibﬂs of

the small producers and workers.

As early as the late 'twenties a few coir co-operatives had
come up in Malabar with the active encoiragemeént from the
department of co-operatives, Government c¢f " Madras. The .

Government of Cochin also sponsored ‘a number of co-operatives in



the 'forties. However, these e~rly co-operative efforts'remained
_isolated’experimeﬁtéfandvdid not have any significant impact on
;he industrial structure. But a new phaSe in-cobpera£isation iﬁ-
.'thé iﬁdﬁstfy opened with formation of United Travancore = Cochin

Government after the independence.

jTravancéyngochig Cooperative Scheme

In 1950, lihe Government of Travancore-Cochin launched a
'major hcheme'to ;eorgéhise thg coir yarn spinning on co-~operative
basis. The procurément of husks, the productioﬁ of coir yarn and
the marketing of yarn were all sought to be covered by a net work
of husk societies, coir yarn primary societies and coir central
marketing societies; ‘The aim of the strategy was “to standardise
the quality of = coir produce, to discourage adulteration
é?eyelant, to attract foreign markets for coir products, to
eliminate the middlemen engaged -in ‘the various stages.of the
iéépstry_swallowing up the profits and to ensure reasonable wages
and :ggulgr work for the labour class."?® In terms of the number
of .the co-operatives, the workers co-operativised and.‘the
'figancial_‘tarqets achieved, the coir co-operatives made rapia

-advance (See Table 17).
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' Table 17 - '
The Progress of Coir Co-gperatives in Kerala 1950-51 to 1969-70
1 2 3 4 5
, . 1950-51 1954-55 1959-60 1969-70
No. of husk societies . _ 1 25 31 30
No. of coir yarn primary societies 23 119 276 461
No. of central coir marketing societies 1 2 3 4
No. of coir rope, mat and matting and
fibre socieities - - 4 25
Total number of members ; 3896 24459 94725 N.A.
Members in the coir yarn primary socieities 3886 23188 89784 N.A.
Total cumulative plan expenditure (Rs.lakhs) 0.39 20.34 118.65 374.3
Total paid up capital of societies{Rs.lakhs) 0.55 3.587 12.26 N.A.
Total working capital of societies(Rs,lakhs) 0.57 19.71 112.86  N.A.
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(Source: Review of the Working of the Coir Co-operatives in Kerala (Mineo),
No.CB (Co-op) 1860/61, Coir Board Meeting on 20.12.1961 and Kerala
Economic Review, 1970). :

fThe urge for popularising the movement was so greét“ that
the government had tﬁ sanctibn organisation of additional coir.
co;operatives over the targets fixed for the First ;Fiﬁe Yeér
Pian.99 Thus in the First Plan period, while 99.57 per cent of
the financial target‘ was achieved; the \physical'achievehéhts
excéeded the targets fixed. However, the review of'the'wakihgfl
of the coir co—operatives at the end of the decade revealed the
hollowness of the achievements. Not only had they failed to
remove the middlemen™ and FJnsure ‘reasonable wages" to the
workers but they had also emérged as an important barrier to fhe

inmplementation of the minimum wage legislations in the industry.

According to an official note prepared by Joint Director of
Industries and Commerce ' {(Coir), the husk societies were but
"cartels of merchants in- the locality who Jjoined together to
exploi£ the government‘financest..lf' in the private sector the
individual merchants were inclined to lower the prices of husks,

this has always been resisted by this group of merchants doing



business/ir the guise of co—operatives. .;.These oocieties
{were) therefore more a iiability on the coir brimarieé than
help".t00 | ‘Most of the them were ."purely... mefohants and
capitalist concern(s). Their aim apparently‘waé to Safeguard
their  commercial interests by getting under a common

organisation, and thereby avoiding mutual competition in the

field..." 101

The state of affairs of the coir yarn primaries was no
better. Coir Enquify Committee of Government of India found that
their "membership was not limited to workers or small producers
alone; but there were quite a number of members foilowing other
_oocUpations totally unconnected with coir yarn producticn or any
process accessofy to it. It was aloo noticed that the dealers of
yarn and retted husks have heen enrolled as members of
societies."1?2 = This statement is substantiated by table 18
tabulated from the evidence collected by the Committee. A.survey
by tﬁe Bureau of Economic Studies, Kerala Government, also
revealed that around 13 per cent of the members had "no relation
to coir industry' and another 10 per cent were coir yarn dealers
and employers™.103 Though a minority in terms of absolute
numbers they were the decisive force in running of the co-
operatives as is clear from the composition of the managing

committees.

The wage workers, hand spinners and self employéd ratt
owners constituted a mere 13 per cent of the managing committee
membership. More than 20 per cent were employers having two or

more ratts. It was seen that one of the members in the manéging
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committee hed 24 ratts, anothe: owned 14 rgtﬁs and yet another 5
owned 5 to 10 ratts.i?4 .The ﬁoor representation of workers énd
émall producers was not accidental. It was suspected that the
societies followed a "deliberate policy of discountenancing the
entry.of workers in large numkers." 1903 The result was that the
coir yarn primary societies were controlled by larger producers
who conducted produétion with the help of hired workers and
assisted by liberal co-opérative finances. Most of the coir yarn
soclieties vigorously argued for exemption._from minimum wage
legislation.
Table 18

The Classification of Members of 26 Coir Primary Societies and
' their Managing Committees in 1¢78
Primary Percentage Hanaging Peréent&gé
Members in the total Committee in the total

members
. 1 2 3 4
Workers 3931 46.2 12 6.4
Hand spun yarn : 204 2.4 6 ' 3;2'”-
producers
" Producers with 789 _ 9.3 6 3.2.
1 ratt '
Producers with 927 10.9 ' 40 21.4
2 ratts orxr more
Non-classified 111 1.3 - -
producers ' '
Merchants and 325 3.8 38" ©20.3
dealers
Coconut growers 389 4.6 27 14.4
‘Dther workers, _ " NA NA _ 43 23.0
trade unionists and . .
other professionals
Others 1836 - 21.5 : 15 8.0
8512 100.0 187 100.0

{Source: G. Parameswaran Pillai, Report of the Coir Enquiry
~+ -7 Committee, Delhi, 1958). ' ’




Severe indictment of a n .ber of enquiry committees and
pressure from ;rade‘unions forced the government to initiate a
series of measures to reorganise the cooperatives. The most
important of the reforms was the abolition of husk societies of
dealers and growers that were working at cross purpose with the
needs of yarn primafy societies. Instead, hﬁsk retting pniong
with primary societies as constituents were formed. . The dealers
and capitaiisf enﬁérpréneurs were to Dbe excluded from the
membership of the primary societies. | Report of the Special
Officer of Enquiry into Coir Cooperatives has documented in
detail the widespread corruption in retéing of husk and
utilisation of funds, anarchy in business management, failure to
keep proper accounts and registers and so on in almost every
society that he enquired into. The cooperative administration
both at the government as well as at the society level were.to be
‘revamped in "order to increase che efficiency of management and
end the rampant corruption. The central marketing societies were
to befstrengthened. These formed the basis of 3rd Five Year Plan

propeusals for the coir industry.tos

The Projuction Management within the Co-operatives.

The~e was no uniform policy for the management of production

within tae CO-operatives. This continued to be the situation
even after the reforms in the early 1960s. We group them into
four broad patterns namely, a) the commission agency system b)

wage advance system 2) out right sale-purchase system and 4d)
direct produc:zion system. Exéept for the 1last mentioned.

household continued to be unit production even within the

cooperatives.
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The cormission agency system was the predominant mode of co-
operative organisation of préduction during the 'fifties. The
cooperaf*v: sold the retted husks to the member producers who
procéssed them in fheir household wunits. ' As we have already
noted many of the members were gapitalist entrepreneurs employing
large number of hired workers. The yarn produced was sold back
to the cooperative for an advance at fixed rate. The balance was
paid to the producer after deducting a commission once the yarn
was disposed off by the society. Only the well to do producers
could take full advantages of co-operative marketing facilities.
As observed by a Reserve Bank of India team, "...... The well to
do producers and the middlemen obtained all the advantages of
suppl} of busks.from societies including‘ con-:essional price on .
occasions. Further someﬁimes the members brqught vyarn for sale
to the society according to convepience, sometimes in large
quantities sometimes small,.including vyarn which they purchasged ’
from the other smaller producers and obtained the advantages of
an advance froh the society on the security _of the yarn at
relatively low rate of interest rénging from 6 to 8 per cent ...
In most of the sccieties transactions were confined to a small
number of members who were obviously large producers, middlemen
or thelr relatives and associates. Thus in several societies all
the advantages of large concessional fund given by government
went to a small group of influential middlemen and producers who
were enabled to do business with the help of government funds and
release their own resources for other purposes."i07? The coir -
primaries, in their farn, obgserved no committment to sell to the
ceﬁtrai marketing societies. Whenever it was found more

profitable private dealers were preferred. The central society



' was more an insurance in times ~f market glut. By 1958-59 only
54 per cent of the yarn production of the primary societies were

being routed through the central societies.108

With the reforms of the 'sixties the self employed producers
who used only marginal hired labour or the erstwhile wage workers
rose to prominence in the socigties. 'In the changed
circumstances an alternative system which was initially to be
successfully experimented in North Parur area became popular.
Under it the self employed.workers were paid wage advances along
with the supply of husk on credit. After the sale of the yarn
the sale proceeds were distributéd among the"workers after
deducting the price of husk and incidental expenses of the
society. It was found that the genuine co-operatives were able
to give wages even higher than the minimum wages when the market

prices of coir yarn rose. (See .able 19).
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Table 13-
Statement Showing the W_ges Received by Coir Workers in 2 “Co-
' operatives in Trivandrum District 1959

e e o e ot B it A e S S N S B Y R TR PN A D T W W A e B M e — ke S A S i et i i e e o e e e e e g e T o P P S P W W M S v . e v

Items Unit  Wage Balance Total Wages Minimum Col.5 Col.5
' : advance given notional given wages as as
given after the wages by fixed percen-percen-
sale local tage tage
produ- of of
' . cers Col.6 Col.7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Taking of 1000 1.50 0.65 2.15 N& 1.75 - 123
husks from - husks
the plt
-eounting of " 0.44 0.23 0.67 NA 0.50 - 131
‘huaks :
Beating of 100 1.02  0.63 1.65 1.03 1.12 160 147
husgks husks

Cleaning of 1 .andy 0.53 0.27 0.80 0.50 C.50 160 160 .
fibre ' '

/Rotatinq the " 0.47  0.24  0.71  0.47  0.50 151 142

wheel
Splnnan t 0.78 . 0.53 1.31 0.88 1.00 149 131

(per spinner)
" Bun@ling 1 bundle 0.44 0.27 0.71 0.47 NA 151 -

e T T T T = = Y " T Y P A e ey o e e e o e o e e e i ke e ey B e et e W v P e T e e e e i e ey e e o e

(Source: Industries Department, Govt. of Kerala, Review of the ¥orking of Coir
Co-operatives in Kerala — A Note placed before the Coir Board and the
Development Committee Trivandrum, 1959).

Generally under the wage advance syétem also the household
continued to be the unit of production. But in Trivandrum where
there was already the tradition of 1large scale private spinning
yards, the ‘“entire production processes (were) being done at one
and the same place under the direct gsupervision of the office.
p¥arers of the society.t99 . The new arrangemént also helped to
ﬁﬁlvé~thé“pf6b1em of wastage or theft of fibre and variations in

the quality of yarm.



The ox;anisation of prefuction within ‘Trivandrum co-
operatives was only a step behind the direct wage productibn
system.  Even though the worﬁers'-in wage advance'syétem could
receive wages higher -than the minimum' VWages, their wages
fluétuatéd - considerably according ' to ~changes ih husk and yarn
‘prices and sunk at times significantly below the notified wages.
The direct wage production system guaranteed the minimum wages to
the workers. In fact in 1959, ‘direct production’ was officially
sponsored_on an experimental basis. However, the co-operative
department, in the end, "“ruled out..."the idea of societiés
starting production by employee members to work on minimum wages"
110 ag it often ended in societies incurring .heavY losses; The
scheme was also opposed in that it transformed” the societies as.
employers and -the members as workers and perpétuating. the
distinction of'empIOYQr and employee, the removal of which is thé‘

ultimate aim of cooperétiori."'11

Similarly the outright purchase of yarn at market or fixed
xrate from the mémbers bj‘the societigs was also not encouraged as'
it placed: the risk of yarn price fluctuatiéns on thg colir
éooperatives. But it was realised that given the extremely small
daily'output of the handspihners and their péverty, a mere
advance on the yarn delivered would not suffice in the-hand-spuh

yarn strata.. Therefore in such areas the '$ystem of out right

purchase of yarn was adépted.

A survey of coir yarn primaries'in'1959 found that ohi§-31
per cent of the cooperatives f0110wed the wage advance system and\

it accounted for nearly a quarter of the coir yarn productlon 112



The rest of .he cooperatives were following the commercial modes
of commission agency or outright purchase and sale.A Around 10
.pé; cent of the societies were found to be following a mix of the
afrangements. A society for example could operate a .few ratts
undexr direct production system, §ive wage advances for its seltf
employed producer members and be a commiésion agent to the larger

producers.

The Coir Reorganisation Scheme

Even though the cooperatives sought to replace the middlemen
at the viilage level they did not guarantee the workers the
'minimumlwages. Such a position becéme increasingly untenable -as
the trade union movement gained momentum from the mid-sixties.
But the payment of minimum waées in the absence of an efficient
machinzr. .~ ensure supply of retted husks at fair prices
seriously eroded the financial viability of many of the
coope:atives. Further, many of the undesirable traits of the
'fifties in the cooperative administrétion had also persisted.
Consequently,'deﬂpite the incr-ase in the numbers, the growth of!
cooperativé production came to a stanstill. In 1972 of the total
561 cooperatives in the state 206 had ceased to function and werel

on the verge of liquidation.’la

Given the above situation, reorganisation of the industry
under a comprehensive sqheme qover;ng all the sectors became the
ﬁain slogan of the workers movement. . mhese struggles were
responsible for the Kerala govefnmenp's scheme to reorganise the

industry, drawn up in 1972. 'After prolonged discussions with the



central planning authorities, i.e scheme was partially approved
with respect to a programme for revitalising the 'existing coir

co-operatives as a part of the 5th Five Year Plan programme.!!*

The existing coir co-operatives were to be divided into
viable and potentially viable societies. Viéb1e societies were
tho;; which had a minimum membership of 200, worked on profits or
had potential to be so and had a paid secretary. Potentially
viable societies were those which could satisfy the above
conditions in the course of 3 years. fhe non viable societies
‘'were to be eliminated. ‘The production of coir primaries were to
be iifted by the central coir marketing societies on ﬁ, cost plus
basis. The central societies were fo be provided with a price
fluctuation fund: During the Sixth Five Year Plan the central

societies were  amalgamated into Coir Marketing Federation as the

single apex body for the coir yarn primaries.

The coir primaries were to undertake direct production in
their own work yards or in the householdé of the members paying
the stipulated minimum wages. The latter household based
production arrangement is called unit syetem. The retted husks
or fibre are supplied to units (groups of 5 to 6 workers) who
would return the finished goods in about a weeks time. The trade"
unions have been opposed to the household based production_system
and there has been a gradual shift to centralised work yard based
production system. Of the 421 societies in 1988 139 societies
belonging to Vycome, &ratory and Parur yarn strata in Alleppy,
Kottayam and Ernakulam followed the unit system. 50 per cent of

the workers employed in the co-operative sector belonged to these
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societies.!!3 Only in around 15 societies were both the systems
concurrently in cperation. A surprising development is the
adoption of direct centralised production system in handspun
cooperative sector in the northern districts. But in these
societies it is found that often the same set of people do both
the defibreing and spinning operations alternating between the

forenoon and the afternoon.

The Crisis of the Co-operative Sector.

Table 20 gives the salient features of the growth of the co-
operatives since the reorganisation. The number of co-operatives
have increased from 196 in 1974-75 to 577 in 1987-88 and the
numbgr of workers from 81 thousand to 222 thousand. vBut the co~
operatives have been able to give employment. only to 30 to 40 per
cent of their menmbers. The average days of employment these
workers have also been consistently declining. The - yarn out put
worker has declined from nearly 4 quintals in 1975-76 to less
than 1.5 quintals in the recent years. The improvement of the’
nominal average monthly earnings of a worker in the last two
years was largely due to sharp :eduction in the number of
:workers. But even :in 1987-88 iﬁ is less than Rs.50 a month-

around 15 per cent lower than the peak reached in 1975-76.
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Table :
Performance of Coir Primary fo-operatives 1974-75/1387-88

Year Ro.of Ho.of Ho.of Husk  Yarn  VWages Yarn  Percemtage Husk pro- Wege per
. gocie- members workers pro-  pre—  distri- output of workers cured worker
ties cured duced buted vper in the mem- per worker (Rs/month}
: . worker bership '
{to00) ('000) (lakhs) (tomnmes) [lakhs} (Qtys)

Rs
12 3 4 S5 8 g § 10 11
19475 196 81 3 11 851 66 0.50 20.13 4383 23.91
1475-16 211 - 106 3 1878 12729 21 381 3091 . 5706 56.06
1876-11 243 12% 59 152 14742 231 151 46.93 2601 n.4a
187778 354 156 b2 1265 13461 U L1y 3931 0 2056 28.93
1978-19 {01 158 b5 1488 1302 26 2.00 41.14 308 R
1979-80 d0% 196 b6 1570 15087 M1 1.8 2379 34,60
1980-81 415 198 - 69 1609 1473 83 Ll W S an .31
1981-82 462 15 89 1900 15016 299 1.80 4140 A% | I N
1982-83 464 218 83 1786 15860 01 1.7 40.83 2006 .18
1993-84 464 18 85 1139 1501 8 135 38.99 1340 .54
1884-35 544 i 102 1667 10797 MO 1.0 44,18 1834 .18
1985-86 555 H6 103 70 9589 KLY R IR X N F 8 1) 1161 8.40
1986-87 N n 150 1264 9583 - M8 1.8 .M 1685 41.66
1987-88 577 Pyl 13 138 10288 421 1AL 38 1833 48.05

{Source: Relevant issues of Rerala Beonomic Reviess)

Bven the nominal increase in the number of co-dpératives
seems to have plateaued off from the mid 'eighties. On a c;osér
scrutiny it is seen that of the 577 co-éperatives on the régisier
in-1987-88, 54 were dormant societies and 92 were new societies
that had not yef started functioning. ’ 0f the working-co-
operatives morelthan-?O per cent #dere incurring loéses. Besidéé,

190 co-operatives had been removed from the register for

ligquidation.

It has officially been estimated that for a cooperative to
meet its establishment charges and earn 6 per cent return on its
capital it would reguiyxe an annual turnover of 1500 quintals of

yarn.fi' Even if one considers only -the working societies, it is



seen that ir 1987-88, the average turnover of a éociety was less
than one sixth of the optimum, To produce 1500 guintals of'yarn
around 17 lakh husks would be reQﬁired. But the average number
of husks procured by a society was only 3 lakh husks. .The.
inability to ensure the husks requirement for viable production
has been the achilles heel of the cooperative structure. General
inefficiency, financial mismanagement, lack of initiatives in
trading and organising production and inter-union rivalries have
all addéh- fuel to the sharpening crisis of the cooperative
sector. Even after one and a half decade‘of reorganisation
scheme efforts, the cooperatives account for only 1less than a
third of the work force in the industry and less than 15 per cent

of the industrial production.

Even though in quantitative terms the cooperative sector has
failed to Leacome the dominant sector in the industry, it has had
significant positive impact onn the 1labcur conditions and
industrial organisation. It has been possible to stem the tide
towards total fragmentation of the productioh and ensure decent
wages at least to a section of the workers. The majority of the
cooperatives members aiso work in the private sector eithér as
wage workers or as self employed producers. Thé private sector
wages or earningé remain significantly lower than the cooperative
sector (See Table 21). But the private sector wages are normally
fixed as a relative proportion of the co-operative wages. Thus
the cooperatives have tended to bouy up the wages in the unorga-

nised sector of the industry and improve the labour conditionse.:



. Tak =2 21
‘Piece rates in the Cooperat;ve aud ririvate Sectors in Trivandrum
1981

Murukumpuzha (Rs) Anjengo (Rs)

Society Private Society Private
Beating (100 husks) 9.90 7.00 5.90 9.00
Spinning 7.60 6.00 7.00 6.00
Cleaning 4.00 2.00 3.00 2.50
Rotating ~4.00 3.00 5.80 4.00

T G  — — — > T ¢ S - S — e s —— G D S ke e e e G S D S ae —n — E (e el i e e e i S S e S —

[Source: Study of Primary Coir Cooperatives in Kerala State
- -Viability and Financial Requ1rements (typescrlpt)
undated, Coir Directorate]

?

The table algo reveals a disturbing trend that is becoming
more and more manifest. There are sigpificant differences in
‘wage rates between societies even in the adjacent centres. It is
partly because the cooperative wage rates are today increasingly
fixed on a mutually agreed basis rather than on the basis of the
minimum wages prescribed; Many of the societies bring fibre
from Northe.n Kerala or at timr-3 purchase hucl's at higher_than
notified prices ({the margin is adjusted in the traﬁsport
charges). 1In such circumstance i; is not possible to pay the
minimum wages and remain competitive in the product market. Coi¥. .
-Marketing Federation has also virtually given up the guarantee of

purchases on a cost plus basis.

There is univerSal recognition today that unless husks can
be made available at economic prices the cooperative sector
cannot remain wiable. We'havé'already discussed the failure of
the regulatbry measures to control the prices of husks. Given
the higher wages and the establishment charges the cooperatives
are not able to compete with the >priv§te sector in the husk’
-market. As per the existing levy regulations at least 30 per

cent of the husk available to the industry should have beén



levici. 21z the 1levy evasion has been universalland the levy
husks procured for the cooperaf?ves have ‘been less than half of
what is legaily its right. Disenchanted with partial controls
the trade unions have been demanding‘monopoly'procuremeht éf husk
and distributior at notified .rices to the cooperxfi?es as well
as private producers according to the production capacity. But
the administrative requnsibiiity cf such a scheme has beeh.téo
daunting for thé authorities to attempt it even on a pilot scale.
Thus the crisis of the cooperatives cohtinues with no solution in
sight. The complete reo:ganisation of the industry on a
cooperative basis seems to be an ‘even more far off dream today

than before the scheme was initiated nearly four decades back. -

SECTION VI

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The acat remarkable feature of the  evolution of.jfie
organisation of production in the coir yarn spinning industry has
been‘the persistence and resilence of‘petty commodity prpduétign.
fhe fragmentation of the production units reaches the extreme
limit  in the case of handspinning where the spinﬂers in each
household constitute seperate units of production under yarying
degrees of control by thé merchants. The independent domestic
: produétion system has survived only in the varieties of coir yarn
thﬁt.use unsoaked or partially socaked husks and therefore require,
very little working capitél. Even in these instances it is seen
that more cften the independenée was 1illusoir_ as the producers
ére dependent on the credit of the husk dealers and consumption

loans of the yarn “merchants. With the interlocking of raw
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material anu product markets tF dependency be mes complete. We
examined the variants of thié dependent domestic hired labour
system. Under the 1latter putting; out arrangements, even the
illusion of independence-is removed and the producer becomes a
wage worker though she continues to work  within her own
household;‘ The putting out of fibre necessitated centralised
fibre production with the help of hired labour. Work yards for

centralised yarn production was the next stage of evolution.

The centralised hired labour production units have, however,
virtually‘disappeared with the emergence of trade union movement
and the enactment of minimum wagé legislation. Capital could
avoid the new labour burdens by withdrawing into trading
activities and subcontracting the production to small scale
producers or putting out to the domestic producers as .in the -
past.. Within the confines of the house, the domestic spinners
have to toil 'for a pittance insufficient even to meet the,
reproduction cost of their own labour:power. But the work 1s so
spun into the rhythm of domestic chores that the nine to ten
hours of work that a domestic spinner has tp spend in yarn making
is efficiently camouflaged. The meagre supplementa;y earnings of
" these women are vital for the survival of the family. The
decline in the availability of such cheap labour in the domestic
sector largely explains the decline of hand spinning in the
recent period. The traditional hand spinning areas in northern
RKerala are increasingly becoming fibre production centres from
where fibre is directly exported to Aoiher regions. Apd husk

- beating machines have come to dominate the process of fibre

production. Thus  one may say that the fibre production in



<3

northern Ke: 1la has reached the threshhold of factory system of
production even though restricted by the legal ban on the further

mechanica. aeiilbreing.

While in hand spinning each spinner could function aé a
seperate unit of production, ratt spinning requires a minimum
size of 5 to 6 workers for every unit. The rudimentary division
of 1labour 1in -the ratt spinning wunit and the economies of
production and marketing facilitated differentiation of the
producers. In many areas capitalist entreprenuers employing
large number of hired workers emerged. We have not been
successful ih fully explaining the inter regional variations in
the level of differentiation, Our focus was .iore on the trends
in the level of differentiatioﬁ over time. It was noted that
during the 'fifties there was clear evidence of a decline of the
larger vri o3 ~nd the proliferaticn of ‘smalle: units so that the
average size qf the ﬁnits dec’ined. We argued that it was a
response to the rapid spread of tfade union movement . and the
enactment of minimum wage regulations. Buit surprisingly during
the 'sixties, which in fact wi“nessed( even nore vigorous trade -
union actions, the process of fragmentation ~seems to have been
reversed. The average ratt size of units increased in almost all
the districts. The data shows that there was a real process of
diferentiation taking place in the ratt spinning sector. We
hybothesised that it was related to the introduction of
mechanical defibreing which eqabled the larger size units to
increase the scale without béllooning their workforce. With the

ban‘on mechanical defibreing in the southern districts the large

~scale units have  once again begun to decline. Our analysis
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showed that given the product’-n and marketi“g condi;ions trade
activity has a premium in the industry. Not only is there no
systematic relationship between productivity and size of units
but also there are clear diseconom@es in terms of higher labour
charges for the larger units. Various petty thievings from the
wages which enabled the private sector t6 remain competitive
despite the " ruinously high black market 'prices o¢f husk was
difficult in the large size units. These disadvantages could be
avoided and significant marketing economies that the larger units
enjoyed could be availed off by remaining a trader. 1In such
circumstances petty production not only survives but also tends

to get accentuated.

The merchants, who left the production largely to the petty
producers but succersfully extracted not only the whole of the
surplus but also the necessary labour at times througﬂ
manipulations of the market, were not a homogeneous group or a
single chain of hierarchical iﬁterests. The retted husk market
was controlled by a group of large scale commercial retters.
Large retters constituting around 10 per cent of the retters
controlled about 90 per cent of the market. Because of the
monopolistic powers enjoyed by the large retters they were able
to hike up the price of retted husks in sympathy with the yarn
prices and thus capture the gains from the buoyant market
conditions of yarn. Regulation of the husk market became central
to the attempts to reorganise the indﬁstry and ensure minimum
wages to the workers. But these regﬁlations have nbt been
successful and have resulted in & dual price system that has

failed to deliver adequate .quantity of husks at reasonable prices
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even to the cooperative sector. Even though the regulations have
broken the monopoly of retted husk dealers private traders reign

supreme in the raw husk market.

A handful »t large scale xporters control the yarn market,.
The yarn exporters purchase their requiréments from wholesale
dealers who are linked to the production centres through a chain
of smaller intermediaries. The wholesalers undertake forward
_pgrchases, stock yarn and provide hedging faci;ities in the
market.: While the exporters often blamed the wholesale dealers
for fhe violent fluctuations in the yarn prices, the latter were
vociferous in criticising the sharp practices of the former. It
would appear that increaséd rivalry betﬁeen.the exporters and the
decentralisation of renhanking strengthened the hands of the
wholesalers. Perhaps tﬁis would explain. the demand by certain
sections of the exporters 1in the 'forties.and the 'fifties for
cooperaliv e zion of the industry and the reduction in the number
of middlemen. . Cooperativisation was also a central slogan of the
trade union movement that saw in it a solution to the
fragmentation of production and the manipulations  of middlemen

rendering the minimum wages impossible.

The coir cooperatives have a  long chequered: history.
Initially the coqperatives alldwed even the large scale producers
and merchants to be members and inevitably came to bé cdntrollea
by these vested interests. Certain reform measures were
initiated in the ‘sixties and finally in the mid-seventies the
cooperatives were reorganised with membership open ‘omnly to the

. workers. We had attempted to trace the evolution of production



organisatior within tane cooperative structure. In the ‘fifties
the predomainant form was_ the commission agency sygtem. In rare
cases particularly in the hahd spinning, the system of outright
sale and purchase existed. 1In the 'sixties with the increase of
the direct producers in the cooperative membership the wage
advance system rose to prominence. Direct centralised production
received encouragemenﬁ_ oqu with the cooperative reofganisg}ion
in the mid-seventies. But even then +the majority of the
cooperatives were organised according to the so c¢alled unit
system. Under it, though workers were paid directly by the
cooperative, the production took place in household units. Thus
we see that  even within the cooperatives, till recently, the
household had continued to be the unit of production. However
under constant pressure from trade unions, more and more
cboperatives.have switched over to airect centralised production

and today it constitutes the dc .nant system.

But i1t has been found difficult to meet the overhead charges
of these centralised production structures. The coopefatives
have been able to get only a fifth of the husks required for
profitable capacity utilisation. Further, not only has there
been severe under employment within tﬁe cooperatives but it has
also become difficult to pay the minimum wages. Today even
within the co-operatives the minimum wages are not paid but only
a mutually agreed wage. There is a growing awareness that the

wages cannot be increased without improvement in productivity.

This brings us to the important quastion of technical choice

in the coir yarn industry. '~ What are the barriers to

\
AN



technologics- improvement and ‘acrease in prodiuctivity? Wwhy did
not c¢apital take control of the production process and
revolutionise its technological basis? In the history of the
industry there was indeed certain attempts in the early decades
of the «century 1in this direction. The Aspinwal company had
established a fibre processing factory at Anjengo, in 1920.1t7
Arnold Chenery and Co. had a similar factory at Alleppey.it?® Tt
may be noted that mechanical fibre processing technology was well
known and successfully used in Sri Lanka to produce brown fibre.
However in Kerala the mechanical defibreing factories could not
withstand the competition from the hand processing sector and had
to be closed down. The surplus labour in KRerala coastal belt and
the cheap labour it provided was a barrier to technological
improvement and made the survival of the primitive methods of

production inevitable.

The development of the trads union movement has today eroded
the cheap labour basis of ﬁhe traditional technology. Given the
rise in wages " the handicraft would ‘find it difficult to out
compete the mach' ne technology. Thus we find prassures being
génerated to transforﬁ the technology particularly in -the
defibreing procesé. Given the bulky and céarse nature of the
coir fibre, the mechanisation of spinning is a relatively mo-e
difficult innovation. Even in the case of spinning, attgmgts
havé been made to set up motorised spinning units. But :he
widespread displacement of labour fhese technologies caused and
the consequent social unreét has forced the government to ei:ther

ban them or severly restrict their adoption. We find that the

surplus labour, even though it has ceased to be a guarantee of

87
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cheap labo'r, has today become a Dbarrier to technological

improvement.

In a . sense, the choice of technology and the broad sbectrum
of production organisation was conditioned by the role that
industries such as coir were destined to play in the macro-
economy of the surplus labour regional economy. These industries
played the role of residual emplovment sectors whicﬁ absorbed the
sufplus labour that could not be productively employed elsewhere.
The labour intensive technology, the fragmented production
structure, thé self employment and 1its inter twinning with
domestic chores and the regional product specialisation
facilitated the sharing of the available job opportunities to the
maximum number of people. So far the advance of modern

téchnology has been successfully resisted and the jobs protected.

But it is unlikely that the present situation can continue
indefinitely. It 1is becoming evident that the growth of the
mechanised coir dindustry in the other coconut prodﬁcing‘
countries, particularly Sri Lanka, and in the other states of
India, particularly Tamil Nadu. has ceased to be complimentary to
the traditional retted husk fibre industrylof Kerala.t19 1If
these threats looming over the international and national markets
of Kerala's coir industry materialise, FKerala would have no
choice but to modernise its industry ir a phased manner. A
crucial ‘question in this context is in what manner could the
requirements of technological upgradation be reconciled to the
historical residual employment sectoral role that coir has been

playing in the regional economy? It is important to consider
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:organisétions of production thet would permit the sharing of the
reduced work among the existing labourers rather than displace
sfgnificant proportion of them from the workforce. Viewed in
this perspective the cooperative reorganisation of the industry.
despite its many weaknesses and failings, assumes -é neﬁ

significance.
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1. See the letter of Commercial Resident to Bombay Government
‘ dt. 24-7-01 informing about the coir yarn obtainable in the
Malabar Coast in Malakar Commercial Residency Diary 1801.
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1898-190¢ n.a. . .3 41901 n.a, 41901
1904-09 1.4, n.a, 8083 n.a. : 48088
1909-1 4524 54793 59317 n.a. 59317
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1969-74 17382 ERTLY) £1249 1662 50380 90532
1974-79 16767 25080 . 41797 3 53794 95591
1979-84 14547 18252 32799 0 {2632 76431

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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~ University, Centre for Developaent Studies, Trivandrum, 1984.
(ol.4, 5 Coir Board, Bank Book of Coir Statisties, Falavoor, 1960 and India's production,
Exports and Internal Consumptions of Coir, Various issues.

Col.6 Coir Board, Annual Report of the Activities of the Coir Board, Various issues and
India's Productiop, Exports and Internal Consumption of Coir, Varieus issues.
al.7 is the-sua of Col.4 and 6. It Aoes not include movement by road which has become

prominent from the seventies. .

Charles Allen A Lawson, British and Native Cochin, London,
Nissen and Parker, 1861, p.163. a

T.M. Thomas Isaac, op.cit.
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5. ShgrBergenkage Distribution of Workers according to activity

M o . A8 e e R TR e Y W S Ay — S W e e . S S A M A A —- A S D S S S S —— ) S P W e e gy

Act1v1" Male F~male Childrenr Total
1 2 3 4 5
AR T 2.97 0.11 0.02 3.10
Beating 0.52 23.0¢ 8.33 ©23.93
Cleaning 2.93 1.98. 0.33 5.24
Spinning 4.15 45.74 c.93 50.82
Rotating 2.12 5.63 6.29 14.04
Bundling &
Transport 0.93 0.08 0.05 1.06
Rehanking - D.09 0.58 0.01 0.68
Rope making 0.32 0.28 0.17 0.77
Marketing 0.34 0.02 0.00 0.36
Total 14.37 77.50 8.13 100.00

e e — —— e S S e AP S — — - . A N —— R W S A B A S g AP e v ———

Source: TAMR, Sectoral Studies Employment Study of Coir
Industry, (Mimeo), New Delhi, 1979.

6. According to the most frequently quoted estimate of the Coir
Board the employment in the coir industry is as follows:

Employnent in Coir Industry in India

— e G Pt s T e e ) e e M Pt v T A G e S M o S B — O W e — ———— — D

Sector Number of workerxrs
1 2

Retting Sector (exciudiag the

beate=~ In the recter's . 50,000

households)

friuninyg Sector: Handspinn.ng 119,000

Ratt spinning 97,000

Beating of husks and cleaning the fibre 132,000

Manufacturing Sector: Mats weaving 15,000
Matting weaving 4,700
Rehanking of coir 2,700
Rope making 12,000

Rubberised coir goods 1,100
Allied items of work 11,000

—— ey — e o e =

T e e e e AR e T ) G = 8 A AR A . A . e A A o -

[Source: Annual Report of the Activities of Coir Board,
various issues.]
The above estimate has been seriously questioned by various
quarters. A summary of the alternative estimates of employment
are given below. .
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Other Estim.tes of Employment i _Coir Industry

Source ' Area and Reference period , - Employment
(1) {2) {(3)
1. Coir Board Travancore-Cochin and the . " 3,466,000
: . : Malabar District, 1959
2. Coir Board Rerala and Kanyakumari 3,26,078
Distrieat, 1966 o
3. Census of India Kerala, 1961 2,51,078
4. Census of India Kerala, 1371 1,558,607
5. Kerala Planning Kerala, 1872 3,26,690
Board )
6. IIM Bangalore Rerala, 1975-76 2.43,521
7. Bureau of Kerala, 1975-76  4,07,845
Economics and o
Statistics
8. IAMR, Delhi Kerala and Kaniyakumari 1976-77 5,12,506
9. TAMR, Delhi = An alternative estimate to the 4,96,307
_ above
10.Departmant of Kerala, 19%. - - 2,83,478
; ‘Economics and '
Statistics

[Source: T.M. Thomas Isaac and Chandan Mukherji, A Review of

Estimates of Production _and Employment in the Coir

Industry, (Mimec), Centre for Development Studies,
1982]

The differences between various estimates are due to
variations of the definitions of ‘worker', the estimation
norms chosen and the omissions of certain sectors or areas of the
industry. Given the  unorganised nature it is difficult to lay
high degree of reliability on any of the above estimates.

7. M.N.V. Nair Coir Industry - A Study of its Structure and
Organisation with Particular Reference to Employment in
Kerala, (Mimeo), IIM, Bangalore, 1977, P.59.
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Committee, Cochin, Govt. Bress, 1945, pp. 60 and 55. See
also G.0.No.1791 dt 25-9~30 Development (1930) Department,"
Re: Cottage Industries - Survey - West Coast Districts and
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Coir Board, Keport on the Census of Coir Spindles,
Ernakulam, 1957, and Depariment of Economics and Statistics,

‘Report on the Survey of Coir Workers, Trivandrum, 1981 p.28.

. For a more detailed discussion of mechanical defibreing see

section 3.

For example read the following extracts from the calicut
market reports of Pierce Leslie Company: "...The main reason
for this terrible fall in production which accounts for the
spiralling rise in price, is the large scale purchase of
fibre by out of state parties..." PD/4, Calicut dt. 22-6-
1873 to PL Darking, Coir Yarn market Reports "The Yarn
production, judging by market arrivals, is so low that it is
unbelievable. A gradual fall in production as spinners move .
to more remunerative jobs was not unexpected and it was also
foreseen that  the general increase in the prices of
essential commodities will aggravate the situation. What
we, or anybody else 1in the trade, have not expected is the
extent of fall in production. Not a great deal of analysis
is required to find out that production have gone down over
50 percent when compared with last year" PD4, Calicut 4t.

9.7.1973 to PL Darking, Coir Yarn Market Reports, Pierce
Leslie Co., Calicut. .

Department of Economics and Statistics,'Report of the Survey
on Production and Consumption of Coir and Coir Products in
Kerala 1984-85, Trivandrum, 1986 p.l6.

Percentage Distribution of Household and Hired Workers by
Size class in Xadakkavoor Village -
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Ratt—-size cilass Percentage of Percentage of Total
household workers hired workers
(1) (2) {3) (4)
1 53.0 47.0 100.0
2-3 14.0 86.0 100.0
4-5 .2 99.8 100.0
6+ -~ 100.0 100.0
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{Source: Sample Survey of Coir Spinning Units in Kadakkavoor
Vvillage 1978]

37. Coir Board, Report on the Economic and Statistical Survey of
Coir Industry, Ernakulam, 1962, p.78.

38. According to the above sample survey the household members
constituted only 33 per cent of the workforce
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Household (%) Hired. (%)
(1) (2)
Beatlng and Cleaning 24.5 75.5
Spinning 37.8 : 62.2
All 32.8 - 67.2
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Source: Ibid P. 61.

39. The structure of. Ratt Spinning Industry in Veiloor and
Pallipuram Villages, Trlvandrum District : 1965
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Ratt size class No.of units No.of ~ Total production
ratts (Kg) . .
(1) (2) (3) (4)
-1 ' ' 8 8 ‘18
"(5..) (0.7) {0.1)
2-3 50 130 3136
" (32.2) (11.4) ' (12.6)
4-5 : 37 164 4508
' (23.9) (14.3) (18.2)
"6-9 28 - 305 4463
(18.0) (26.8) {(18.0)
10-20 26 322 6227
_ (16.8) (28.2) (25.1)
10 + : 6 © 212 6459
: : (3.9) (18.6) (26.0)
Total 155 1140 - 24811
: (100.0) - (100 0). - (100. 0)
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Source:  Survey Register of Coir Spinning Units, Trlvandrum
Dlstrlct 1965, C01r Board, Ernakulam.

40. " K.J. Mathew Tharakan, Report of the. Minlmum Wages Com: Commlttee
-for Manufacture of Coir, Trivandrum, 1953, p.19.
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 Average Daily Wage of a Coir Worker in Important Varieties

. of Coir Yarn (Rs
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Varie.y Minimum wages re-ommended 1964 1967. 1970
in 1954
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Anjengo 1.02 0.90 1.12 1.57

Vycome 0.68 0.80 0.68 1.07

Aratory 0.82 0.80 0.98 1.43

{Source: Calculated for the cost 6f production estimates
given in Mathew Tharakan op.cit, K. Mohamed Kunju
Op.cit, IIFT, Survey of Indias Export Potential of
Coir and Coir Based Products Vol.1l, 1971).

‘"For a description of the workers' struggles in the coir

spinning industry see, Coir Workers Centre, Coir

Vyavasayayum Thozhilalikalum Prasnangalum, (Mal.),

Trivandrum, 1972; C.A. Peter, Kerala Coir Workers Centre

General Councilil Gen. Secretary Avatharippikunna Report,
Alleppy, 1972; C.A. Peter, Kollathuvachu Rootiya Kayar Piri

Factory . FKerala Samsthana Sammelanathil Samarppikkunna
Report, (Mal.), Quilon, 1972, and Coir Thozhilalikalude
Minimum Wages Neti Yetukanulla Samaravum Bandhapetta

Prasnangalum, Alleppy, 1972.

K.M. Mohideen, Report of the -Committee Appointed by
Government to hold Enquiries and Advise the Government in
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pect of Revision of Min“mum Wages Fixed for Employment in
Co: sndustry, Trivandrum, 1971, pp.23-24.

Government of Kerala, K-rala Economic Review, Trivandrum,
1973, p.594.

M.V. Pylee, A Study of the Coir Industry in India Problems
and Progpects (Mimeo), Cochin, Coir Board, 1976, p.35.

According to estimate of "AO Cost reduction was only around
10 per cent

Cost of Production of White Coir Fibre ($ US/tonne of fibre)
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Items of cost Manual Process Mechanical Process
(1) {2) {3)

Raw material 136 136

Labour 98 - 82,

Other direct charges 18 19

Indirect charges and 28 13
overheads :

Total 280 250

e e e ot D Mt e T A RS S i e e . TS BUR e e o e e e g v S b e e Y S M S G W e e e S M e e S e R T e e —

(Source: FAO, A Technical Improvement Programme for Hard
Fibre, Part IV Coir - The Improvement FPotential
in Coir Technology., TD/B/IPC/Hard Fibres (C)/WG/2,
1973, Rome).

E. Balanandan, Jeevikkan Venti Coir Thozhilalikagl Natathua
Samarar (Mal.). Trivandrum. 19869,

For the estimate of labour displa¢ement see State Planning
Board, Report of the Study Group on Mechanlsation in Coir
Industry in Kerala, Trivandrum, 1973, pp. 49 -50.

The number of establishments with more than 20 workers for
1955 is estimated from Table 4 in the text, on the
assumption that ratt units with 4 ratts or more employ at
least 20 workers. For data for 1976, see B, Sivaraman,
Report of the High Level Study Team on Coir Industry,
(Mimeo), Planning Commission, New Delhi p.74.

,;According to Coir Board around 10,000 tonnes 6f fibre has
been 1mported into the spinning centres 1n Kerala from Tamil

Nadu alcone in 1989 90.
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Average Number of Working Days in Various Size Classes of
“Establishments. )

Size class Trivandrum Quilon Alleppy
{No.of workers)

P e T S T UMD i EE m e ) SED SEP P G e =) e GDN I e e e VEm M S s S G EE SRS ki ek e G G S U M S P SUS GED e e S iy G — S W -

2-4 179.30 - -
5-9 187.865 185.57 192.44
10-14 191.07 200.59 194.04
15-19 199.71 200.11 214.41
20-49 - 200.19 . 219.24 215.90
50+ 219.84 219.00 262.50
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Source: IAMR, Sectoral Studies Employment Study of Coir
Industry, 1979.

Coir Board, Survey Reports on Coixr industry, Cochin, 1968,
p.14.
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Ibid.

Bureau of Economic Studies, Survey of ~Zoir Households in
Kerala, Trivandrum, 1962, p.3. :

V.R} Pillai, Report of the Coir Advisory Committee,
Privandrum, Government Press, 1955 p.15.

Ibid.

Ibiq., p-4.

Government of Kerala, The Coconut Husk Control Orders,
Trivandrum, 1976. : .

For a detailed discussion of the husz market regulation
measures and their failure see M.V. Pylee, Op.cit., pp.27-

56, M.N.V. Nair op.cit, 1977, and B. Sivarzman, Op.cit., pp.
p.23-53.

M.V. Pylee, Op.cit. P.46.
B. Sivaraman, Op.cit, p.53.

R. Srinivasan, Report of the Committee or the Implementation
of Levy System, Mimeo, Trivandrum, undated.

For details see Ibid.
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Pric~ "ndices of Firewood and Raw Husk
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Year Control Husk Price Firewood Price
(1) (2) (3}
1972 100 100
1974 162 147
1976 162 207
1978 162 283
1980 212 421
1982 212 523
1984 - 212 643
1986 312 749
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(Source: Statistics for Planning (relevant years) and
Directorate of Coir . _ : ~ -

See, Volkart (India) Ltd., Draft Proposals for a New Pool
(Typescript) d4t. 30-11-1965, Cochin. ' ;

Letter from Assistant Labour Officer to Inspector of
Factories dt. 3.11.1959, File Labour Devartment 1959-60,
Records of TCFWU, Alleppy. See also the leiter from General
Secretary, TCFWU to Assistant Labour Officer dt. 19.11.1959,;
File Labour Department 1959-60, Records of TCFWU, Alleppy.

See the petitions. of the Kerala Dealers and Exporters
Association to Chairman Board dt. 12.10.1959, {(Mimeo)
Records of Travancore Chamber of Commerce. . :

G. Mahadev, Note on Coir Yarn: Introduction of Quotas,
(Typescript) dt. 26-10-75, rfierce Leslie & Co., Calicut.

T.D. Venketaraman, Note on Discussions - with Kerala Balers
(Typewcript): dt. 6.11.1965, Volkart Brothers, Cochin;
Letterf PL London to Cochin dt. 15-4-1965 Re: Coir Yarn:
Press Owners Agreement, Letter from PL London to Cochin dt.
3.11.1965 Re: Coir Yarn Press Owners Agreement, PL London to
Cochin dt. 7-12-1965 Re: Comments on the Proposal and letter
from PL Cochin to London dt. 16-12-1965, Pierce Leslie
Company, Cochin. _ C o

\

The coir yarn business of the £irm of Patel Volkarts was
closed down in 1969, due to the heavy 1losses incurred in
trade (See letter of Manager of PLI Cochin to PL London dt.
-2.6.1969 and 14.7.1969 Re: Coir Yarn - Patel Volkarts
Limited). The Pierce Leslie Co. incurred consistently net
losses on trading account of coir yarn from 1963-64 onwards.
However, they continued in business due to the benefits of 2
percent tax credit on exports of c¢oir yarn and 5 percent
cash rebate. Pierce Leslie, Calicut Branch, Annual Report-
Produce Department Seasons from 1960-61 t.. 1968-69 Pierce
Leslie company, Calicut.
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districts J.S. Patel, Report on the Coconut Enquiry in
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Board, Report on the Economic and Statistical Survey of Coir
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dt. 15-4-1959, Coir Yarn File A/3 1958-1967., Pierce Leslie
& Co., Calicut.

‘The Panel on Coir Cordage Rope and other Fibre Industry'
1946 and the ‘Unemployment Enquiry Committee’ 1946 both
headed by . important Coir Yarn exporters strongly suggested
for co-operativising the spinning sector. They did not
forsce any conflict between the development of co-operatives
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