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Abstract 

 

In the Indian context, the concept of written contracts between farmers and sharecroppers is 

more or less unheard of. Sharecropping, an age-old practice has run on trust, patronage and 

kinship relations; almost always based on verbal agreements. Devoid of any legislation 

spelling the rights and duties of contracting parties, it has been cause for misery for farm 

laborers for an equally long time. In a first of its kind initiative Aajeevika Bureau and Kotda 

Aadivasi Sansthan (KAS) helped draft a written contract incorporating the interests of 

migrant sharecroppers and farmers both. This essay is an attempt to document the 

experience of the two organizations in formalizing the work relationship between 

sharecroppers from Kotda, South Rajasthan and farmers from Idar, North Gujarat.  

 

Among the initial changes, there is a visible impact on the account-keeping habits of the 

sharecroppers. Extra work not mentioned in the contract is getting paid, an improvement 

over the past practice. Some of the contracts have also come to include insurance and health 

benefits for sharecroppers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DRAFT – Not to be Quoted 

 3

I. Sharecropping Contracts in India   

 

In the Indian context, the concept of written contracts between farmers and sharecroppers is 

more or less unheard of. Sharecropping, an age-old practice has always been a system run on 

trust, patronage and kinship relations. In a standard sharecropping contract, both parties i.e. 

farmer and the sharecropper enter into a verbal agreement where the farmer bears the cost 

of agricultural inputs such as seeds, fertilizer, irrigation etc; the contribution from the 

sharecropper being labor. The share is decided as per existing norms in the region and is 

often given in kind, though there is an increasing trend countrywide to take cash in return.  

The nature of the agreement varies based on crops cultivated, prevalent practice in the 

region, and many a times on the bargaining power of the farmer vis-à-vis the farm worker. 

This informality of the institution has long been a concern for scholars and social leaders. 

Marquis de Mirabeau once referred to sharecropping as “a deplorable method of cultivation, 

the daughter of necessity and the mother of misery” (cited in Chaudhari et al, 2006). If one 

looks at the agrarian history of India, one would find umpteen attempts to define the rights 

of the sharecroppers - laying down the minimum share for sharecroppers, security of tenure 

and in some cases inheritable rights to cultivation. Nevertheless, except for rare initiatives 

such as Operation Barga1, they have almost always met with failure.  

 

The need to bring structure to the sharecropping system, however, has only grown with 

time. The increasing flux out of rural areas has given rise to systems of reverse tenancy 

among small and marginal farmers while the large farmers have been mostly moving out for 

good (Jodhka, 2005, Sharma, 2007). It would not be an exaggeration to say that 

sharecropping today is the dominant mode of cultivation in large parts of the country. In 

Bihar, experts say, close to 35 per cent of the land is tilled through the bataidari system. In 

absence of well-defined rights, the system is widely perceived to be blocking the true 

potential of farm sector stifling agricultural growth [Bandhopadhyay, 2009]. The real 

landowners are away and the sharecropper tilling the land has little incentive to invest in its 

productivity. It is also a site of exploitation of laboring class, which is rarely given a share 

                                                 
1  One example is Operation Barga in West Bengal under which 1.6 million sharecroppers were given 
inheritable rights of cultivation and security of tenure. It is said to have impacted the productivity in the region. 
Bandhopadhyay reports a turn around from 0-1 % growth rate between 1891-1981 to 5-7 % in 1982-83 and 
attributes it to this seminal legislation.   
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commensurate with its effort and abused; cases of physical and sexual abuse are widely 

reported in this community. Though most sordid tales around sharecropping system speak 

of the woes of the sharecroppers, it is not uncommon to come across accounts in urban 

India where sharecroppers are said to have usurped land in absence of original landowners. 

Poor incentives for sharecroppers coupled with lack of mechanisms to enforce verbal 

contracts make the system vulnerable to abuse at both ends.  

 

Aajeevika Bureau and Kotda Aadivasi Sansthan (KAS), in a first of its kind initiative, made 

an attempt to formalize the relationship between farmers and migrant sharecroppers in 

Kotda, Udaipur district, Rajasthan. As part of the intervention the organizations introduced 

a system of written contracts and formed local committees to supervise its implementation 

and addresses grievances coming from both sharecroppers and farmers. This essay is an 

attempt to document the experience of the two organizations in giving a formal structure to 

a relationship, which has always been in the domain of verbal agreement, and share the 

lessons learnt in the process.  

 

1.1 Aajeevika Bureau – An Introduction   

 

Aajeevika Bureau is a specialized agency providing services to seasonal migrant workers 

from South Rajasthan. The organization started work in 2004 and has now spread across 

three districts Udaipur, Rajsamand and Dungarpur and runs 11 centers by the name Shramik 

Sahayata evam Sandharbha Kendras (3SKs). These 3SKs are located both at the source 

where migrants originate and at the destination where they come to work. In the last six 

years it has developed a special package of services addressing the unique needs of migrants 

working in the informal sector such as identity, training and placement, financial inclusion, 

legal aid etc.  

 

Among the large stream of migrants originating from South Rajasthan a good number move 

to work in the agricultural fields of north Gujarat. AB in partnership with Kotda Aadivasi 

Sansthan started a resource center (3SK) in Kotda (South Rajasthan) for sharecroppers, 

which is the origin of migrant workers. Simultaneously, it also initiated a 3SK at the 

destination i.e. Idar in Sabarkantha district (Gujarat). The work at these two resource centers 
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differed from other Aajeevika 3SKs as it dealt with large number of agri-migrants (other 

centers dealt more with rural-urban migrants facing issues of a different nature).  

 

In its first year of operation, the 3SK at Idar came across several farm related labor disputes 

exposing problems of non-payment at the end of sharecropping period, holding back of 

information on crop prices received in the market, cheating at the time of share division, 

verbal abuse and physical abuse in case of women workers. 37 out of 65 disputes were 

resolved through the center with the mediation of the labor department. The large and rising 

number of sharecropping disputes motivated the centers to think towards designing a more 

stable and long-term solution to their problems. This led to introduction of written contracts 

among farmers and sharecroppers. The assumption was that a written contract would deter 

tendencies to breach promises, which is easily done in case of verbal contracts. The contract 

also needed some institutional support mechanism that came in the form of farmer and 

worker committees. These committees acted to ensure that the contracts are respected and 

adhered to by both parties. In addition, labor diaries were introduced to promote better 

account keeping habits, especially among the farm workers.   

 

It is notable that agri-migrants comprise more than 67 per cent of the seasonal migrant 

population of India [NSSO, 55th round]. A large number of these agri-migrants work on 

short or long term contracts similar to sharecropping contracts and face numerous 

hardships. The condition of migrant sharecroppers is more precarious than local 

sharecroppers as they lack local support mechanism. The farmers also report greater risk as 

they do not have as much control over migrant sharecroppers as they have on locals. 

Aajeevika’s effort to develop a long-term solution for agri-migrants through written 

contracts and supporting institutions could have important lessons to offer in the 

management of the largest streams of migrant workers.  

 

The essay is divided into five sections. Section 2 gives an overview of the context of Idar and 

Kotda and the symbiotic relationship between them. Section 3 provides a detailed account of 

the key interventions made by the two organizations. Section 4, 5 and 6 delve on a self-

evaluation study undertaken by the centers and its key findings. Finally, section 7 forms the 

conclusion with the lessons learnt.  
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II. Micro-Context - The Migrant Sharecroppers of Kotda  

 

Kotda is one of the most backward 

blocks of Udaipur district in 

Rajasthan. More than 86 % of the 

population is tribal and the region is 

characterized by low performance 

on all human development 

indicators. Low rainfall, poor 

agricultural productivity and lack of 

employment opportunities have led 

to increased migration to the adjoining state of Gujarat in search of livelihood. A large 

stream of tribal households moves to work as sharecroppers in Idar, Vadali and Kherbramha 

in Sabarkantha district and Danta, Badgaum and Palanpur in Banaskantha district of Gujarat. 

A survey of 9 Gram Panchayats in Kotda block shows that 900 households i.e. 2700-3000 

persons migrate every year to work as sharecroppers in the surrounding districts of Gujarat.  

 

Idar in Sabarkantha district of Gujarat, which is the main destination for migrant 

sharecroppers from Kotda, on the other end, is an agriculturally prosperous area. Intensive 

groundwater irrigation coupled with high value crops and use of advanced agricultural 

technologies, has turned the area into a magnet for agricultural laborers; attracting them 

from both within and outside Gujarat. A rough estimate shows that within Sabarkantha 

district of Gujarat close to 5000 migrant households come to work as sharecroppers.  

 

In the past decade falling availability of local laborers created a space that was slowly filled in 

by migrant workers from Kotda. Farm workers move in for one season i.e. Kharif or the 

whole year that amounts to 8-10 months. More often, the sharecroppers move with family 

and work in groups of 4-5 persons. The decision to undertake a sharecropping contract 

depends on the financial needs of the family. It is observed that a good income one year 

often keeps the family from entering into a new contract. Yet, an assessment done by AB 

and KAS shows that large numbers of households (~70 per cent) enter into sharecropping 

contracts every year.  
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Box 1: Naukarnama 
 

One instance of written contract prevalent in 
north Gujarat area was Naukarnama, still used 
by farmers when hiring sharecroppers. Some 
of the clauses of the document merit a 
mention here –  
 
� Loss resulting due to delay in any farm 
operations would have to be borne by labor  

� The employer does not bear any 
responsibility (moral or financial) of any 
accidents met by labor on the farm  

� In case of leave or absence labor would have 
to arrange for a substitute and pay for the 
same  

 
The document, however, does not legally 
binding and is rarely called to force.  

2.1 Prevalent Sharecropping System  

 

As per the prevalent practice in the region, the sharecroppers receive 1/5th to 1/7th of the 

total agricultural produce as their share. In Kharif, where the major crops grown are cotton, 

castor and maize, the sharecroppers receive cash in share. If they stay on for Rabi season, the 

share for Rabi is given in kind i.e. wheat. Farmers provide all agricultural inputs and the 

sharecropper’s contribution is of labor. Any extra labor hands hired to finish a task on time 

are also covered by the sharecropper and are debited from his account. On an average it has 

been found that a group of sharecroppers working together are able to make Rs. 50,000 for 

one sharecropping contract. This makes per capita earning around Rs. 10000 for 8 months 

i.e. Rs. 1250 per month or Rs. 42 per day. In some contracts, the income is as low as Rs. 18-

20 per day - well below the amount guaranteed under the Minimum Wages Act.  

 

One important aspect of the sharecropping system is the system of advances, called Upaad. 

Before taking up work all migrant families take an advance to repay past debts, or to fund 

immediate expenses such as marriage or death in the family. The practice of Daapa prevalent 

in the region (reverse dowry) is one large reason to take loans. Lately, marriages in the region 

have become grandiose raising the 

liabilities of the households even more. 

On an average, the advance taken ranges 

from Rs. 10,000-15,000 per household. 

We would discuss later how the amount 

of advance becomes the sticky point in 

formalizing the relationship between the 

farmers and sharecropper - the 

sharecropper aims for an amount as high 

as possible to pay off debts and reduce 

risks of non-payment at the end of the 

season whereas the farmer seeks to keep 

the amount low to reduce the risks of 

running away with the advance money, 

which is not an infrequent phenomenon.  
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The popular mode of recruitment of sharecroppers is through labor contractors. More often 

they are from the tribal community who started work as sharecroppers and after spending a 

long time at the destination were able to gain trust of farmers and establish good networks. 

Now they act as intermediaries between farmers and sharecroppers supplying trustworthy 

labor to farmers and livelihood opportunity to their kin. One instance of a written contract 

prevalent in the region is Naukarnama. A farmer before employing labor or sharecropper on 

his field enters into a written contract specifying the key conditions. The terms and 

conditions of the contract are heavily in favor of the farmer (refer Box 1). A notable aspect 

of the contract is that the sharecropper is engaged as a servant and not as a partner.  

 

2.2. Issues in Existing Farmer - Sharecropper Relationship  

 

The initial work of Aajeevika Bureau and KAS in Kotda brought forward a number of 

disputes between migrant sharecroppers and farmers. There were problems regarding 

payment and its settlement – very often they did not receive the full share promised to them 

and were forcibly driven away in case of serious conflict.. In case of cash crops, cheating was 

more common – farmers did not share their accounts and the value they received for their 

crops. On the farm, the migrant households had to fend for themselves as the shelter and 

food arrangements were often inadequate or missing. Women in the migrant worker families 

were also vulnerable to physical abuse at work site. More commonly, sharecroppers were 

made to do extra work such as cut fodder for cattle and clean cattle sheds and did not 

receive any payment for this work. It is worth a mention that in a day farm workers were 

made to cut 8-10 bags of green fodder, which ate into 4-5 hours of their work time. Further, 

the responsibility to clean the cowsheds required them to wake up early in the morning 

making their days long and arduous. The fact that the sharecroppers were migrants from 

other areas made their situation worse. They lived on the farms and had no excuse of going 

back home at the end of day, unlike local laborers. There were also cases of cheating by 

migrants where they had run away with the advance money and the farmers had no 

mechanism available to track them.  

 

There is no sharecropping Act, which would help in resolution of these disputes. In the 

beginning all the cases that were taken to the labor court through Aajeevika, were addressed 
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using the Minimum Wages Act. The center spent a long time addressing the labor disputes 

and then realized that the problem needed a more sustainable solution. The idea to introduce 

written contracts between farmers and sharecroppers and formation of committees both at 

the source and destination as a mediating agency was born as a result.  

 

III. The Introduction of Written Contracts  

 

The first step taken by the two centers 

was organization of a series of awareness 

camps highlighting the problems facing 

the labor community and how it needed 

a sustainable and long-term solution. 

These initiatives included farm worker 

and farmer meetings, rallies and regular 

contacts with both parties. The center 

started receiving a number of complaints 

at the time of settlement of share between sharecroppers and farmers. The amount per 

dispute was low - ranging from Rs. 1500- 5000. Nevertheless, they were of critical 

importance for the labor households. Put together, they also make a significant amount - in 

the last five years, the center facilitated compensation worth 4.95 lakhs plus 252 Qts wheat. 

Table 1 gives an overview of the number of disputes reported and resolved in the last five 

years by the center.  

 

Table 1: Number of sharecropping disputes reported and resolved  

Year Disputes Compensation Pending 

Disputes* Reported Resolved Cash (Rs.) Wheat (Qt) 

2005-06 65 47 1,05,000 80  18 

2006-07 63 38 95,200 65 25 

2007-08 40 20 87,692 48  20 

2008-09 47 26 1,46,907 40 21 

2009-10(till March) 27 11 60,757 19 16 
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Total  242 142 4,95,556 252 100 

Source: Aajeevika Idar records, 2010  
*45 unresolved disputes were withdrawn by the farm workers, 21 are with the legal help center and Disha (an 
NGO) and 34 disputes are with the labor department  

 

The 3SK tried resolution of these disputes with help of the labor department bringing both 

parties on a single platform. Some of he initial learning of the team while working on 

sharecropping disputes were as follows –  

 

⋅ Many disputes are better resolved through negotiation and arbitration between 

conflicting parties and not by taking to the court.  

⋅ The small and medium farmers were easier to deal with, it was the big farmers who 

took time to turn around  

⋅ Not all sharecroppers were true in their claims. It is important to assess the truth 

behind the claims of the labor as well.  

⋅ An understanding of crop cycles, crop yields, market prices serves as a great asset 

when helping resolve farm disputes  

⋅ In sharecropping disputes, the labor has to bear greater losses. Reason being that 

most farm workers did not maintain any financial records which will help them to 

prove their claims. They did not remember dates and the small advances (Upaad) they 

took from the farmer in course of the sharecropping period. During the time of 

arbitration, they would remain submissive and meekly agree to farmers’ version of the 

transactions and the evidence produced by them. 90 per cent of the cases, as a result, 

went in the favor of the farmers.  

 

Building on the above understanding the center introduced more services and activities to 

the program for migrant sharecroppers. In addition to dispute settlement that started in 

2005-06, the team also started to mobilize farmers and sharecroppers forming groups such 

as Khedut Mandals. In 2008, it organized a Padyatra - “Shramik Jagrookta Abhiyan’ [Labor 

awareness campaign] organized to raise awareness on their labor rights.  
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One important service was the introduction of labor diaries 

to promote better account keeping habits among the 

sharecroppers. As mentioned earlier, inconsistencies in 

final settlement of the payment were a frequently reported 

problem. The labor diaries were meant to help both parties 

maintain transparency in the dealings and serve as a base 

document in case of any disputes. After much internal 

debate and reflection the center introduced formal written 

contracts between farmers and sharecroppers in May 2008. 

In the first year, the team was able to formalize 28 

contracts involving 84 farm workers.  

 

These contracts laid down the terms agreed upon by both parties in presence of a third 

party, usually the committee. Information on written contracts and the benefits of the same 

were a part of the awareness camps and meetings held by the center. The real breakthrough 

happened when farmers and sharecroppers both came forward to enter into a written 

contract mediated by the center. Box 2 gives details of a standard written contract that is 

signed by the farmer and sharecropper through the facilitation of the center. Last year i.e. in 

2009-10, provisions on insurance and health facility provided by the farmer to the order of 

Rs. 500 were also added in the contract.  
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An important part of the intervention was 

formation of local committees both at the 

source and at the destination. Co-ordination 

between the source, where the 

sharecroppers came from and the 

destination, where they were employed was 

crucial for the success of the initiative. The 

presence of KAS in Kotda and Aajeevika in 

Idar duly met this objective. In Kotda, KAS facilitated the formation of committees at the 

level of Panchayats. In Idar the committees were formed at the village level (as the 

sharecroppers were quite spread out at the destination). The committees comprised of senior 

and/or well respected members of local community. These committees played important 

roles both during the preparation of a contract and in the post-contract period. They were 

instrumental in identification of reliable farmers and sharecroppers; the terms of agreement 

were arrived at in the presence of the committees. Further, they also acted as evidence to a 

contract. Representatives from both farmer and sharecropper committees put their 

signatures on the written agreement.  The role of the committee members increased after the 

Box 2: Written Contracts: Important Clause  

 

1. … the sharecropper would receive …….(1/5th or 1/6th ) of the total crop produce.  

Crop division would happen in the presence of both parties. For cereal crops, 

shares would be divided in the field; for cash crops, farmer would take labor along 

with him while selling the produce in market.   

2. Farmer would provide the sharecropper and his family with decent accommodation 
at work, plus take care of food, and transportation fare to his village. In case of 

seasonal illnesses, farmer would bear expenses to the order of …. (Rs. 500-1000).  

3. Farmer would arrange for an accident insurance policy (Janata Bima) for the 
sharecropper and pay the premium (Rs. 60) on his behalf.  

4. Sharecropper would bring with him additional labor hands based on need. Keeping 
in mind the number of total labor hands and the financial need of the 

sharecropper, it is agreed upon that he would receive Rs.……. as advance.  

5. The key responsibility of the sharecropper would be agricultural work. Any 
additional work such as cutting of fodder, cleaning of cattle sheds etc would have 

to be compensated separately.  

6. In case of conflict, both parties would try to resolve it peacefully through 
negotiation. The village level farmer and sharecropper committees are expected 

to cooperate in this process. 3SK, Idar, will provide the necessary guidance in the 

conflict resolution process.  
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contracts were signed. They acted as grievance redressers whenever complaints of non-

adherence to contracts came up. The committee members used their local influence to bring 

guilty/erring parties to court. Since formation, the committees have been actively facilitating 

settlements lending the contracts the necessary local buy-in.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As on March 2010, the services of the two centers cover 4 Panchayats in Kotda block – 

Mamur, Medi, Gura and Mahadi. At the destination i.e. in Idar they are spread to 23 villages. 

The key elements of the intervention include –  

 

1. Dispute resolution through mediation between farmers and sharecroppers 

2. Awareness campaign for farmers and farm workers  

3. A labor diary to the worker and the farmer:  

4. A written contract specifying the advance taken, the share agreed upon  

5. Creation of committees both at source (Kotda) and destination (Idar)  

6. Regular follow up and resolution of problems/disputes  

 

In the last two years, a total of 93 contracts have been signed through the facilitation of 

Aajeevika Bureau and KAS. Out of these, 63 contracts have proved to be functional while 

30 got dissolved in due course. Among the initial changes observed, there is a visible impact 

on the account-keeping habits of the sharecroppers. Extra work such as cutting of fodder 

and cleaning of cattle shed is getting paid. Some of the contracts have also come to include 

insurance and health benefits for sharecroppers.  In total, 21 sharecroppers have been linked 

Box 2: Struggles of setting up an office 

 

The attempt to act as a mediating agency between farmers and sharecroppers is a story 

of incessant struggle for Aajeevika Bureau. In 2005, Aajeevika opened its first office in 

Gambhirpura but had to relocate soon. The reason was a severe opposition by the 

farming Patel community which perceived the center as a labor activist agency vitiating 

the minds of farm workers. The center then moved to Visnagar where the activities of 

the center were limited to running an education center. The center staff was threatened 

by local Patels again. Idar, where the current office is located was finalized in the third 

attempt. The 3Sk at Idar is popularly addressed as the “mazdooron ki sanstha” locally, 

however, in the last two years the goodwill it has generated among the people benefiting 

from the services of the center has helped it sustain and grow.  
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with insurance. While the early response to the idea is encouraging, it is important to take the 

initiative to a larger scale to demonstrate its use and physical possibility. The brief self-

evaluation exercise carried out by Aajeevika and KAS was an attempt to understand the 

factors driving the success and failure of the initiative and strategize how it could be scaled 

up in future.  

 

IV. Self-Evaluation and Reflection Exercise  

 

In order to understand the reasons behind the success and dissolution of the written 

contracts, the two Shramik centers undertook a self-evaluation exercise. The objectives of 

the study were as follows –  

 

� What were the perceived benefits of the contract both from the point of view of 

farmers and sharecroppers? 

� What were the circumstances under which the contracts were broken?  

� Has there been a spillover impact on the community? If so, what are they?  

� What has been the role of the committees in ensuring successful completion of 

contracts? What have been the shortfalls and how can that be addressed?  

� How to take the initiative forward?  

 

At the destination, the study covered 38 farmers from Banaskantha and Sabarkantha districts 

of Gujarat. At the source, 15 workers were interviewed in Kotda and Kherbramha. The 

interviews were supplemented with focus group discussions with farmers, sharecroppers and 

committee members. The most important part of the self-evaluation and reflection was a 

discussion within the field-workers of both teams from Aajeevika Bureau and KAS. With 

help of an external facilitator the teams discussed issues such as what were the main impacts 

of the initiative on the community and what were the reasons for success as well as reasons 

for limited performance of the initiative. It is important to mention beforehand that the 

exercise focused on capturing perceptions more than facts. Given the small scale of the 

initiative and the nature of the subject, the investigators had to rely more on opinions and 

what people thought. We accept this as a limitation of the study and treat the findings more 

as indicative (and not definitive). Given that the purpose of the study was to help understand 
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the reasons behind success/failure of the contracts and help in future strategy design, we 

found the exercise useful.  

 

4.1 Basic Statistics on respondents  

 

Among the sharecroppers interviewed, majority of the respondents were illiterate (13/15), 

the rest being educated till 5th standard. Most respondents had a landholding of 1.5–2 Bighas 

and only 4/15 had access to irrigation. Most of the sharecroppers (13/15) migrated with 

their family, and more than half of them (8/13) brought their children younger than 5 years 

along with them. What is worth noting here is the low literacy levels among the migrants and 

the negligible land ownership, which leaves them with little options than to engage in farm 

labor. Among the farmers interviewed in the study, 97 per cent had an education till 10th 

standard or above. On an average the farmers owned 15 Bighas; more than 90 per cent 

irrigated.  

 

4.2 Impact of Written Contracts  
 

To understand the impact of written contracts in entirety it was important to take into 

account the perspective of both farmers and the sharecroppers. In the following sub-section 

we elaborate on the findings on this question for the contracting parties.  

 

4.2.1 Sharecroppers Perspective 
 
 
11 out of 15 sharecroppers found the written contracts useful and 12 out of 15 said that they 

would be willing to enter into a written contract again. The sharecroppers felt that a written 

agreement addresses the ambiguity of the past system, which was dependent on the whims 

of the farmer. The terms agreed upon in the contract were found to have been respected in 

case of the interviewed sharecroppers. 8 out of the 15 sharecroppers reported that they 

received payment for extra work; work that was not agreed upon in the contract. The rest 

did not perform any extra work. 8 out of the 15 sharecroppers reported that at the time of 

illness 30 per cent of the medical costs were borne by the farmers. Though labor diaries are 

an important part of the initiative, only 5 out of the 15 sharecroppers maintained their own 
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accounts along with the farmer; the rest reported an inability in doing so. There were no 

disputes in relation to advance and crop share. However, only a small number of 

sharecroppers (3/15) reported being present at the time when cash crops were being sold.    

 

In the selected sample in two cases the farmers paid for insurance of the sharecroppers. 

2009-10 was the first year when insurance was introduced in the contract and farmers 

bought insurance for workers at their own expense. In total, the center has facilitated 21 

cases of insurance for sharecroppers.  

 

4.2.2 Farmer’s Perspective 

 

20 out of 35 farmers found the written contracts useful. For others, though they appreciated 

the idea of written contracts but were not happy with the performance of the farm workers 

they had received under the contract. For most farmers [~ 50%] the greatest benefit of the 

initiative was the assured supply of trusted farm workers at home. A good number (13/35) 

of farmers reported a rise in productivity of their farms. Though it would be difficult to 

establish this assertion with numerical evidence, it gives an idea of how the farmers perceive 

the benefits of the contract. The other benefits as voiced by farmers were as follows –  

 

“Because of the written contract there is pressure on both parties and the rules are adhered to” 

“The initiative is good but it is important to identify the right sharecroppers”  

“The labor takes less holidays and works with greater trust on the farmer. This has a positive impact on 

productivity benefiting both parties”  

 

Some farmers, however, also pointed out – “Likhit ke bawzood bhi niyamon ka sahi paalan nahi 

ho paata hai” i.e. the rules are not adhered to even after being put on paper. In some cases 

sharecroppers had left in the middle of the contract period and the 3SK committees were 

unable to bring them back or get the advance returned to farmers. We shall delve into this 

problem in a later section.  
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4.3 Reasons for dissolution of contracts  

 

Among the most common reason for dissolution of contract was non-payment or irregular 

payment of Upaad i.e. their subsistence allowance on farm. The sharecroppers were 

dependent on the allowance for food and some basic/emergency expenses and if the 

farmers were too stringent and/or delayed payments it forced the workers to leave.  Some 

also reported over-work as a reason why sharecroppers left in between the contract period. 

Farmers with large landholding and small number of farm workers were found to be more 

susceptible to contract failure. Further, farmers with poor irrigation facilities were found to 

suffer more from breach of contracts. Long forced stays on field with no permission to go 

home also became a reason to leave. Some farmers also reported provocation by 

neighboring farmers to their farm workers as a problem. Among the reasons reported for 

success of sharecropping relations were good facilities i.e. good living facility and food. On 

the contrary poor living conditions and ill-treatment including frequent verbal abuse by 

farmers became a trigger to quit.  

 

4.4 Spill-Over Impact on local Farming Community   

 

As mentioned earlier, one of the objectives of the study was to identify the spill-over impact 

of the written contracts and how it was being perceived by the local community. Currently, 

the initiative has a coverage spanning 23 villages in 6 blocks at the destination i.e. Idar. At 

the source, 40 villages in Kotda and Kherbramha blocks are aware of the initiative. One of 

the notable impact of the contract is that in the 23 villages in Idar where the center is active, 

30 percent of the workers do not take up extra work. If they do, they demand payment for 

the same and are duly paid.  

 

This year, among the 59 disputes reported at the center, in 15 cases sharecroppers have 

brought some written evidence of the advance received. They are also able to make a good 

case in front of the center and the labor department and do not agree for a suboptimal 

settlement. Further, the center is frequented by the local community and a quarter of the 

visitors are farmers. One good indicator of the success of the initiative was that a total of 8 



DRAFT – Not to be Quoted 

 18

contracts were walk in agreements, where farmers and sharecroppers themselves had 

approached the center to enter into a contract.  

 

4.5 Role of the Committees  

 

In the current intervention the role of the committees is central to the performance of the 

contract. They serve as the mediating agency assuring work to sharecroppers and trusted 

labor to farmers. The committees play the unique role of putting pressure on both parties to 

confirm to the written agreement. Committees formed at source keep a check on the 

sharecropper and any tendency to run away with advance. Similarly, committees at the 

destination keep a tab on the farmers and guarantee adherence to the terms of agreement. In 

case of any deviation, the committees become the forum of dispute resolution. In the past 

the committees have helped in identification of right farmer and sharecropper candidates for 

the agreement; have acted as a witness for the agreement and dispute resolution.  

 

Most of the sharecroppers (14/15) said that they were familiar with the presence of such 

committee and its role. However, discussion with the staff of AB and KAS revealed that the 

committees were not very active and a lot of work needs to be done on making the 

committees active. There is a need to put thoughts on the membership of the committee. 

Further, there is a need to create incentive mechanisms for the committees to encourage 

participation.  

 

V. Written Contracts – Long Way to Go!  

 

5.1 The Unregulated Advance System  

 

One of the key observations that came out of the study was that while the center attempts to 

look for an ideal work contract which gives the worker irrigated farm, greater share, what the 

worker is looking for is largest amount of advance. In the survey 12 out of 15 sharecroppers 

reported that the criterion they look for first is the amount of advance they are going to 

receive. The advance amount is crucial for the sharecropper as they use it to service past 

debts, finance immediate expenses such as marriage or death in the family. Plus, they also 
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leave some amount with the dependents to tide over expenses in their absence. Some 

sharecroppers also try to take maximum amount of total payment as advance to annul the 

risks of non-payment or cheating at the end of crop season. On the other hand, the farmer is 

ridden with his own anxieties and wants to keep the amount of advance as low as possible to 

lower risks of sharecroppers running away. Nevertheless, there are no pre-specified criteria 

for the amount of advance a sharecropping household can obtain. It depends on variety of 

factors such as trust, negotiation skills of contracting parties and urgency of labor 

requirement on the farmers’ field. Old trusted sharecroppers generally receive higher amount 

of advance. As the farming season advances some farmers are ready to pay whatever the 

sharecroppers ask in desperation. Some sharecroppers therefore wait for the market prices 

to rise before they enter into a contract. The farmer association of the region i.e. the Kisan 

Sangh has tried to check this reckless system of advance in the past. In 2008-09, it declared a 

standard rate for advance in 2008-09. The initiative, however, failed miserably as many 

members of the Sangh itself could not stick to the predetermined rates.  

 

It is notable that the preoccupation with the total advance leads to less attention on other 

terms of the contract and they get trapped under a non-ending cycle of debt. This requires 

us to look at the financial behavior of the sharecroppers. It is reported that most of them are 

under large debts and the advance received are used mainly for debt servicing. A systematic 

response to the needs of migration sharecroppers thus would also have to design ways to 

address their indebtedness.   

 

5.2 Clarity in roles and Co-ordination between 3SK Kotda and Idar  

 

Among the reasons for ineffectiveness of the contracts one reason identified by the team 

was inability to address complaints brought to the center in an effective manner. Some of 

the sharecroppers met during the process of the study shared their frustration over not being 

responded to despite repeated messages for assistance. When cross-checked with the team, 

the answer was that it is not physically possible for them to reach out to each complainant as 

the sharecroppers are widely scattered. Effort is made to address complains when a team 

member is visiting the concerned area. Sometimes the problems reported are outside the 

purview of the center’s services and wherewithal of its staff. Expectations from the 3SK are 
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quite high and it is often difficult for the team members to fulfill them. Nevertheless, the 

need to strengthen communication channels between the KAS office and the 3SK at Idar 

was significantly felt during the field visits. 2  

 

5.3 Making the committees more active  

 

The basic premise behind creation of the committees was that it would provide the 

necessary software support to the written contracts, the hardware of the intervention. Both 

Aajeevika Bureau and KAS were new to the region and it was important that people from 

the community took ownership of making the contracts work, that’s why the committees. 

The committees were expected to oversee the functioning of the contract and address 

grievances when they arose. The committee members enjoyed an upper hand over the two 

organizations for these tasks required trust building; it was also convenient logistically as they 

were part of the same community. The way the initiative has evolved, however, has put KAS 

and Aajeevika at the forefront. Both the field investigations and discussions at the level of 

field organizers repeatedly brought up the need to make the committees take a greater 

ownership of the program and play a more proactive role. This is going to be one of the 

thrust areas for the two organizations in the coming year. The teams plan to reshuffle 

membership (lay off dormant members and induct new) and design incentives to ensure 

better participation.    

 

5.4 Increase in current share or change in payment methods  

 

Among the issues discussed, there are some, which are related to management, better 

structure and operation of institutions while some issues lie beyond the immediate influence 

of the team. Nevertheless, they are important and deserve attention. One such issue is the 

                                                 
2
 Separate discussions with 3SK Kotda and 3SK Idar revealed certain interesting internal dynamics at play. The 

team at Idar which deals mostly with the farmers is perceived to be a pro-farmer set-up by the team at Kotda. 
The justification is that by virtue of its location 3SK Idar faces the wrath of farmers when sharecroppers leave 
midway and refuse to return the advance money and is also witness to the wrongdoings of the worker 
community. The Kotda team which has been doing advocacy based work in the past and has radical roots in 
Aastha (its parent organization) is mostly unwilling to consider the worker at fault and brings up the consistent 
wrongs done by the Patels to the laboring class in the past. Both teams, however, are openly expressive of this 
difference and accept it as an inevitable.  
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crop share commanded by the sharecropper. While operation Barga in West Bengal made it 

mandatory that no farmer shall take more than 1/4th of the share and in case he supplied 

inputs ½ of the share, the prevalent system of 1/5th or 1/6th and in some cases even 1/7th of 

the share is exploitative, to say the least. Further, as our calculations show, under the current 

system per day earning of a sharecropper comes to Rs. 42 a day and in some cases is as low 

as Rs. 18-20 a day. Given that the current wage rates are close to Rs. 100 a day, the 

sharecropper is at a significant loss. It is worth reflection if the sharecroppers could also be 

paid on a daily wage basis. The sharecroppers would definitely be better off in such a system 

and the reported anxieties of the farmer over sharecroppers running away with advance 

money can also be suitably addressed. Some farmers also showed a preference for a daily 

wage payment method for sharecroppers during interviews.  

 

However, to be able to affect the share enjoyed by sharecroppers in the region or the 

payment methods, the resource centers i.e. KAS and Aajeevika will have to become a 

significant and visible player in the market. At present the number of sharecropper 

placements done by the center range from 1-2 in a village to 5-7.  The effort remains 

scattered and in terms of visibility, the center is again on the losing end. This brings us to the 

last yet most significant point and that is the issue of scale.  

 

5.5 Scale for the initiative  

 
In the last two years the center formalized close to 100 contracts between farmers and 

sharecroppers. Though highly process-intensive these contracts have proved to be good 

learning ground and the teams are ready to intensify their efforts and increase outreach. Both 

the teams realize that to be able to affect changes in the present system it is important for 

them to achieve a larger scale. This would be a mid-term strategy aiming towards a greater 

change in the terms of sharecropping such as share, amount of advance and work 

conditions.  

 

VII. Conclusion  
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The present review suggests that the initiative has been perceived well in the community. 

Both parties i.e. farmers and sharecroppers see a merit in it as an instrument to create 

pressure on both parties to confirm to the terms of agreement. There are spillover impacts 

on the local community where extra work such as cutting fodder and cleaning of cattle sheds 

is getting paid. Among the sharecroppers it has given rise to better account keeping habits 

and a general rise in confidence to voice their concerns and present their case in an effective 

manner. Nevertheless, there is a significant room for improvement in the current program. 

Both KAS and AB need to work on the enforcement mechanism of the contracts and 

strengthen the present committees to take on a more proactive role. The program also needs 

to be taken at a greater scale to be able to affect labor market conditions.  

 

Taking the initiative forward, there is also a need to address the current policy apathy on the 

subject. As per NSSO [55th round] rural to rural migration is the dominant stream in internal 

seasonal migration in India and agriculture employs the largest number of migrant laborers. 

Regrettably, the current discourse on migration management has been ignorant of this 

reality. There is poor understanding of the numbers floating around as seasonal/circular 

migrants between villages and their needs, and more importantly paucity of ideas on what 

could work on ground. The experience of KAS and Aajeevika says that written contracts 

between farmers and sharecroppers could be a possible tool for intervention for the large 

pool of agri-migrants working in exploitative conditions with little social security.  

 

 

 

 


