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Legal Frame Work on Issues of Agricultural
Labourers in India

Dr. Ramesha K
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Dr. Srishyla L
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Abstract:

Agriculture is considered to be one of the first reasons for people to settle in one place. Before the advent of agriculture, people
were wanderers who search for food from one place to another. They settle at one place for some time, get the food they need, and
leave the place. With the discovery of agriculture, they started living in one place. They started to settle at one place as it requires
months for the crop io be fully prepared o harvest. When they staried settling at one place, they form communities. They started
living together in one place; it develops societies and leads the foundation of modern culture and it continue from generation (o
generation and these rules got ingrained in their culture. Agriculture was the basic foundation of civilized society. Agriculture in
India has continued for thousands of years and has given prosperity, employment, and has proven to be its economic backbone.

Mahatma Gandhi's emphasis on the value of self sufficient village economy agricultural labourers in India is not recognized as
industry thus labour working under harsh conditions are subject to different set of rules and regulations and most surprisingly a
good number of their working conditions are not governed by any statutory regulation leaving them at the mercy of contractors and
landlord have been the most neglected and exploited class of human labour. They have suffered because they happen to belong to
economically and socially backward class of society. Further, their illiteracy, poverty and indebtedness and the seasonal nature of
work in villages also create obstacles. Moreover lack of organization, heterogeneity and homogeneity and their migratory nature.

The need is not to segregate men and women agricultural labourers but to provide a distinct and effective legal vegime that not only
supports the mandates of welfare state but also fulfills the mandate of social security. for this purpose national and international
instruments provide provisions relating protection of agricultural labour, in international level declared so many convention under
ILO and in national level government of India enacted laws with the advancement of civilization, there was a need to regulate
agriculture in India such are Equal Remuneration Act, 1976, The Minimum Wages Act, 1948, The Maternity Benefit Act of 1961,

Unorganised worker Social Security Act 2008, Bonded Labour Abolition Act 1976 and Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation)

Act 1986 etc. This paper is based on doctrinal work and the data collected from books, journals, news paper articles and
Government notifications. This paper attempts to analyse the problems of agricultural labour and assess the steps taken by the -
Government, legislature, and judiciary to meet-the situation and provide possible suggestions. .

Key Word: Agriculture Labour, Constitution, ILO, Convention.

Introduction:

India is an agricultural country and agriculture is backbone of Indian economy but they are suffers from Vagous issues and
problems connected with the agricultural sector and especially with regard to the agricultural labourers. The issues and problems
connected to the agricultural labourers are not focusing to main stream society and the policy makers. The agricultural labourers are
born in debt, grow in debt and die in debt. Most of the laws available to this community are not recognized and are not aware of the
welfare programs. They are not aware of it because they are unorganized sectors of labour community.

Unorganized workers in India engaged as home-based worker, brick kiln, domestic, agricultural and construction. The
others are head loaders, street vendors, cobblers, rag pickers, washer men, rickshaw pullers, landless labourers, are some of them.
In India most of the people are relayed on agriculture. But due to failure in agriculture in rural India, they become profitless and
landless that forced them to be migratory to urban area. As we look in to the labour issues, often one is reminded of the migrant
labour, construction labour, industrial workers and the related. Hardly the attention turns towards agricultural labours, Agricultural
labourers in India has increased from 234.1 million (127.3 million cultivators and 106.8 million agricultural labourers) in 2001 to
263.1 million (118.8 million cultivators and 144.3 million agricultural labourers) in 2011. During the year 2023, 41.49 % of
population involved in the agriculture sector.

The labour laws had its basis from views of important national leaders who fought for the freedom, various debates from
constituent assembly and from International conventions. Protecting the interest of labour is ensured in the Constitution of India
Chapter 111 Article 18, 19, 23 and 24 Chapter I'V Article 39, 41, 42,43, 43A and 34 it is linked with fundamental rights and Directive
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Principles of State Policy. Agricultural Tabour constitute in the concurrent list in which the Central and the State governments are
enabled to make laws. Accordingly different aspects of the labour issues like occupation and various recommendations were
discussed in the First National Commission on labour on 24 December 1966 and reported in 1969. It analysed all sectors of organised
and unorganised sector. The Second National Commission on labour submitted analysed and covered the recommendations for
social security, child labour, wages, skill development, labour administration and unorganised sector it also included the agricultural
Jabour distress on the up gradation and development of skill by training and workshops. It also recommended for small scale and

agri- business in rural sector.

Agricultural labour:

Agriculture labourer can be defined as the involvement of any person in connection with cultivating the soil, or in

connection with raising or harvesting any agricultural or horticultural commodity, management of livestock, bees, poultry etc.
The first Agricultural Labour Enquiry Committee of 1950-51 regarded those people as agricultural workers who were engaged 1n
raising crops on payment of wages. Since in India, a large number of workers do not work against payment of wages all the year
round, this definition was incomplete. Accordingly, the Committee laid down that those people should be regarded as agricultural
workers who worked for 50 per cent or more days on payment of wages. ‘

The Second Agricultural Labour Enquiry Committee of 1956-57 took a broad view of agricultural activities to include
those workers also who were engaged in allied activities like animal husbandry, dairy, poultry, piggery, etc. The Second Committee
submitted that to know whether a household is an agricultural labour household we must examine its main source of income. If 50
per cent or more of its income is derived as wages for work rendered in agriculture, only then it could be classified as agricultural
labour household. The changeover from ‘work’ to ‘income’ seems more scientific.

The agricultural workers into two different categories such as:
a.  Attached labourers are those workers who are attached to some other farmer households on the basis of a written or oral

agreement.
These attached workers are working as per the wishes of their masters and are not free to work at any other place. They are
working both in the house and farms of their masters. Thus, these attached labourers are working as serfs or servants and
they are also known as bonded labourers.

b.  On the other hand, casual labourers are those workers who are free to work in any farm on the payment of daily wages.

Characteristics of agricultural labour

Large areas have been brought under irrigation.

Use of fertilizers and pesticides has been increased.

Large area has been brought under high yielding variety of seeds which brings green revolution in India.
Although modern techniques are adopted still animals play a significant role in various agricultural activities.
Major part of the agriculture depends mainly on monsoon rain.

Food crops are the major parts of production.

Means of transport and facilities for storing food are inadequate and roads are un-metalled.

oV B e

Types of agriculture labour

2 Bonded or Semi-Free Labourers : This group, called “Agrarian Serfs” by Merchant and Wadia, was made up of people
who continued to work under almost all conditions. A report by Royal Commission for Labour and Employment, those
who were bound were bound by a need to get money. With no way to protect him, to begin serving the man who gave him
his money,” The money isn’t paid back, and it’s not supposed to be paid back. The borrower is life-long bonds lave of the
person who lent him the money. He is treated like a medieval serf since he is paid so little and given so little to eat. Enslavers
could buy or sell these enslaved people, or they might even pawn them. Even worse, the bond was never repaid, and in
certain cases, subsequent generations were also chained as a result. Also, if the master was unable to provide work for the
labourer, he could not permit him to travel far from his home.

b. Dwarf-Holding Labourers: Small-scale landowners, tenants, farm workers, and part-time farmers all fell into this
category. The fact that they weren’t like the other farm workers made them stand out from the crowd. They were motivated
to work on a farm by the meagre wages from their primary employment. It was common for womenf%nd other family
members to labour on farms. It was estimated by Dr. Patel that in 1931, there were 32 million small-scale farmers in India
at the time. The majority of them were located in Bihar, Bengal, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, and other regions.

¢.  Under-Employed Landless Labourers: The dwarf-holding labourers were attached to the land, whereas bonded labourers
became bound to their employers. In all cases, the primary cause was a lack of alternative employment opportunities.
Landless farm labourers were pushed into this form of agricultural work after the landowners or landowners broke their
links to them. Regardless of who was responsible for the employees’ release, Thomas and Ramakrishnan argue that the
price of their freedom was insufficient to compensate for the lack of a secure living environment.

d.  Full-Time Landless Labourers: The group was made up of people who worked on plantations and for wealthy and well-
off farmers. Because most farms are located in remote places with low populations, it was hard to find enough workers at
first. Because of the slave trade, planters were forced to come up with a new strategy to get workers. The Plantation workers
were almost like bonded or semi-free labourers because they didn’t have a powerful labour union, there was no strong
Jabour union, and owners of plantations knew each other well. -

.
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Issues and Problems of Agricultural labour in India

I Excess Working Hours: The working hours of these laborers are not only irregular but also excessive. They have to work
since momming to late night. His working hours change with harvest, season and work.

| SO

Seasonal Employment: The agricultural labor does not get work for the whole year. According to the Second Agricultural
Labor Investigation Society, a Seasonal labor gets an average of 197 days of work in a year. Similarly, child labor gets 204
days and women get 141 days of employment. Thus, their average annual income is very lower.

3. Low Wages: The wage level of agricultural labors very low as compared to that of industrial labor. It has two reasons
increase in landless laborers lack of non-agricultural areas of work in rural areas.

4. Agricultural Slavery: Majority of agricultural laborers are landless and of backward classes. Due to their lower social
status they are treated as animals. Big land owners make them work as slaves. They are used as laborers and in return given
minimum wages.

5. Indebtedness: Due to lower income, the indebtedness of agricultural farmers is increasing. They hesitate in negotiating
their wages with the land owners in the fear that their services would be terminated. The laborers remain indebted even
after working with the land owners for their whole life.

6. Not United: Since the agricultural laborers are spread in millions of village all over the country they lack unity. Thus, they
are unable to negotiate their wages etc. with the land owners by uniting themselves.

7. Exploitation of Child and Women Laborers: Due to lower income the children and women of agricultural laborers are
also forced to work for their livelihood. The child and women laborers are made to work more for livelihood. Thus,
exploitation of child labor and woman labor is a major problem in the field of agriculture.

8. Lower Social Status: Most of the agricultural laborers are of backward classes who have been exploited since centuries.
Due to this reason also their social status is lower.

9. Shortage of Other Jobs: There is shortage of other jobs in villages. Thus, if the crop is destroyed by floods, famines etc.,
it becomes difficult for the agricultural labor to survive.

10. Housing Problem: The landless laborers have no private house. They live in cottages, made on the useless land of the
landowners with their permission and in its return they have to work without payment, for the landowners. When a number
of people live under the same root, the physical, social, moral and religious problem arises.

International Provisions on Protection of Agricultural Labour:

The ILO’s mandate on organization of agricultural labours and promotes equal remuneration among men and women
labour in the world.

The Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951:

The Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 was formally adopted in 195] and entered into force in May 1953. The
Convention focuses on gender discrimination in employment and outlines principles for the equal remuneration for work of equal
value independent of whether it is performed by men or women. In order to achieve equal pay, Parties to the Convention are required
to implement domestic laws, regulations on wage determination and/or support collective agreements between workers’ and
employers’ organizations. The Convention’s implementation is supervised by the ILO’s Committee of Experts. Every three years,
a State Party must report on the current state of implementation, which is reviewed and evaluated by the Committee of Experts. The
Equal Remuneration Convention is part of the 15 core conventions covered under the GSP regulation. 2

Rural Workers Organisations Convention, 1975:

All categories of rural workers, whether they are wage earners or self-employed, shall have the right to establish and,
subject only to the rules of the organization concerned, to join organizations, of their own choosing without previous authorization.
The principles of freedom of association shall be fully respected; rural workers' organizations shall be independent and voluntary in
character and shall remain free from all interference, coercion or repression. National policy shall facilitate the establishment and
growth, on a voluntary basis, of strong and independent organizations of rural workers as an effective means of ensuring the
participation of these workers in economic and social development.

Others ILO Conventions

1. Right of Association (Agriculture) Convention, 1921

2. Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery, Convention, 1928

3. Forced Labour Convention, 1930

4. Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 .
5. Equality of Treatment (Social Security) Convention, 1962

6. Abolition of Forced Labour, 1957

~ ~ ~
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National provisions on protection of agricultural labour:

Government has not taken any serious effort to improve the conditions of the agricultural labourers. They are the unknown
human labour section. Most of the Labour Legislation is far from implementing to the Indian labourers Their migration, their
removal from job is all done without any information as per laws and only on the wish of the masters.

The establishment of a uniform labour standards had many struggles in diverse conditions and uneven economic
development. Tndia was founder part of the [LO. it is permanent member of its governing body since its inception.

Constitution Provisions:

The framers of the Constitution were aware of the socio-economic problems of agricultural labour in India.
The Preamble to the Constitution of India resolves to secure to all its citizens including women:-justice, social, economic
and political; liberty of thought, expression, belief, faith and worship; equality of status and opportunity and to promote among

them all fraternity assuring the dignity of the individual and the unity and integrity of the nation.

Equality of status and of opportunity is a consistent principle of social Justice, for the realization of the latter is almost
impossible without the free play of the former. The constitution makers have incorporated sufficient provisions in the constitution
to uphold the dignity of labour. The Constitution of India has given special attention to the needs of women to enable them to
exercise their rights on an equal footing with men and participate in national development. The Constitution aims at the creation
of an entirely new social order where all citizens are given equal opportunities for growth and development and that no
discrimination on the basis of organized and unorganized labour.

The Constitution of India guarantees Fundamental Rights to people including women under various provisions contained
in Part 11 of the Constitution. The relevant provisions concerning women are as follows:

Constitutional commitment recognizing right to equality has been explicitly laid down under Article 14 of the Constitution
of India which provides that the state shall not deny to any person equality before the law or the equal protection of law. This
provision guarantees to all persons, including agricultural labourers, the right to equality in law.

Constitution of India Prohibit the trafficking of inhuman beings, forced labour, beggar, child labour and other similar forms
of forced labour and any contravention of this provision shall be an offence punishable in accordance with law.

Directive principles of state policy are contained in Part IV of the Constitution. Those Directive principles, which are
concerning women and have a special bearing on their status, are given as follows:

Article 39(a) directs the state to frame its policy for ensuring that the citizens, men and women equally have the right to an
adequate means of livelihood;

Article 39(d) directs the state to ensure that there is an equal pay for equal work for both men and women;
Article 39(e) directs the state to ensure that the health and strength of workers, men and women and the tender age of
childern are not abused;

Article 42 directs the state to make provision for ensuring just and humane conditions of work and maternity relief;

Article 43 provides that the state shall endeavour to secure to all workers, both men and women, a living wage and a decent
standard of life;

Article 46 directs the state to promote with special care the educational and economic Interests of the weaker sections of
the people. It is regarded to aim at improving the employment opportunities and conditions, inter-alia, of the working women.

2

Other Legal Provisions:

Minimum Wages Act 1948, the main object of this law was to fix the minimum wages in employment to focus towards
labourers vulnerable to exploitation. Agricultural employment labourers also comes in the purview of this Act §

The Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act 1976, the Act made provision to abolish bonded labour to prevent exploitation
of the weaker sections. The bonded labour system abolition Act of 1976 enabled more than lacks of people were identified as bonded
labourers and rehabilitated. There is another Act the Dangerous Machines (Regulation) Act, 1983, this Act regulates the use of
dangerous machines for labour and if there is any bodily injury or death caused the labour has to be compensated.

Unorganised Workers’ Social Security Act 2008, this Act defines “Unorganised Worker” as a home based worker, self-
employed workers or a wage workers organized or unorganized are enclosed. To afford social security of the unorganised workers
Social Security Act of 2008 was enacted.

These can be achieved through.

. Awareness camps through Government and non-Governmental organizations and ensured that it has covered all rural
population and includes all the scattered farmers.

2. They can be advised to involve in to their own group or into the union — to fight for their own rights of social, economic,
education and even the'migratory nature. -

~
N
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3. The Centre and the State Government should ensure two aspects of Legislation; forming the Security Legislation, amending E
the Legislation as to the need and requirements of the Agricultural labourers and the most important aspect to taken to the

other labourers. The employer utilises the innocence and unaware situation of the employee.

"Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 2005: National Rural employment guarantee Act 2005 Is an
Indian labour law and social security measures that aims to guarantees the ‘right to work’. It aims to enhance livelihood security in
- rural arcas by providing at least 100 days of wage employment in a financial year to every househpld whose adult members volunteer
to do unskilled manual work.

All the above Legislations with regard to social security are good to be appeared in paper. But it never reaches the
Agricultural labourers due to lack of awareness the legal provisions, low social status economic dependency, non-political will,
oppressive social nature and conditions are the major aspect being unorganized nature restrict them to involve in developmental
programs. But there are many more beneficiary acts that stay only in paper similar acts are Agricultural labour and the Maternity
Benefit Act, 1961. The Employers provident Funds and Miscellancous Provision Act, 1952. 1 the State Government desires so it
can enact these laws and make it effective to the Agricultural labourers. Equal Remuneration Act, 1976 It also remain powerful in
paper. But not executed for employees. No discrimination to be showed based on sex for performing the same work or work of a
similar nature.

Conclusion:

Agriculture is considered the backbone of any economy in the past and continued to do it today. The agricultural sector
has employed the majority of the workforce of India. It is not that profitable but has the potential of income if utilized wisely, like
using allied activities with the Farming. It can boost both economy and the income of the person doing it through various
combinations with agriculture. The Government is also trying to reform the laws that play a major hurdle in developing the
agricultural labour sector in India. The Government till now was only using the socialist approach, but now it is tried to use the
capitalist approach of contract farming. The best approach can be the combination of both approaches, and the variation of using
the combination can vary from one region to another, which depends on the climate, terrain, and geographical conditions as the
country’s geography are diverse, so it needs a law which suits the environment of the particular region.
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