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The per iod fo l lowing the end of  Br it i sh  

ru le and  atta inment  o f  freedom in  1947 

marked a  watershed in  the evo lut ion of  

agrar ian relat ions and  development o f  

agr icu ltural  sector  in  Uttar  Pradesh.  Land 

reforms have been a  major  in f luence in  

shap ing the d i rect ion  and character  o f  

agrar ian change.  A large number of  laws 

re lat ing  to  the agr icu l tural  sector  were 

d irected at  usher ing in  changes in  the land  

tenuria l  systems.  A new inst itut ional  and  

economic envi ronment  was created to  

faci l i ta te and  promote the devel opment of  

agr icu ltural  economy.  Among these 

legis lat ions enacted  in  the post -

independence per iod the most  important  

ones were main ly  the U.P.  Zamindari  

Abol it ion and Land Reforms Act ,  1950 and  

Uttar  Pradesh Imposit ion of  Cei l ing on  

Land Holdings Act ,  1960.  They exerc ised 

the most  far  reaching  in f luence on the 

agrar ian structure in  the state.  

The U.P.  Zamindar i  Abol it ion  and  

Reforms Act ,  1950 one of  the major  

in it iat ive of  the Government ignored the 

ser ious prob lem of  concentrat ion of  

hold ings.  I t  was true t hat  in  v iew of  the  

land man rat io  in  the State,  no amount of  

red istr ibut ion of  land can make even the 

major ity  hold ings into economic ones.  The 

case for  ce i l ing  does not  rest  on  

equa l itar ian grounds a lone.  Land,  as  a  

factor  of  product ion,  has certa in  

pecul iar it ies.  I t  was f ixed for  a l l  t imes and  

cannot  be increased  in  the way in  which  

other  factors of  product ion can be 

increased .  Th is  be ing  so,  i t  was  essent ia l  

that  every  b it  o f  i t  shou ld  be fu l ly  ut i l i sed  

so as to  ensure opt imum product ion.   

Prof.  Gadgi l  very  succ inct ly  put  the 

case for  the ce i l ing in  h is  address to  the 

Al lahabad session  of  the  Agr icu ltural  

Economics Conference.  He remarked  in  the 

fo l lowing words:  “among a l l  resources,  the  

supp ly  o f  land i s  most  l imited and the 

c la imants  for  i t s  possessio n are ext remely  

numerous.  I t  i s ,  therefore,  obviously  

unjust  to  a l low the explo itat ion  of  any  

large sur face of  land by a  s ing le indiv idua l  

unless other  overwhelming reasons make 

th is  h ighly  desi rable .  Moreover,  whatever  

the economies o f  large scale managem ent,  

they shou ld,  in  the congested state of  our  

countryside,  accrue to co l lect ive or  

cooperat ive bod ies of  cu lt ivators rather  

than an ind ividual  family .”
i
     

The Uttar  Pradesh Imposit ion of  

Cei l ing on Land Act ,  1960 was thus passed  

by the State Leg is latur e  in  1961 and came 

into force immediate ly .  I t  has been later  

amended number o f  t imes.  The Act  

prohib ited any tenure holder  f rom ho lding  

any land in  excess o f  the cei l ing area  

appl icab le to  h im.  The main  was thus to  

make an equitable d ist r ibut ion  of  land  to  

landless agr icul tura l  labourer  and a lso in  

the interest  o f  the community  for  increase 

in  agr icu ltural  product ion.  Th is  wi l l  in  turn  

improve the socio -economic  status  o f  the  

benefic iar ies.   

A major  p lank o f  land reform 

efforts in  Uttar  Pradesh was the 

impo sit ion of  ce i l ing on the s ize o f  land  

hold ings,  wi th  the ob ject ive o f  mak ing  
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land d istr ibut ion more equ itab le .  On th is  

quest ion,  however ,  soc ieta l  consensus was  

weak  and was ref lected in  the ext reme 

dif f icu lty  in  implement ing th is  

programme. The present  en actment a ims 

at  provid ing land to the landless  

labourers.  Thus  creat ing a  new class o f  

tenants,  in  respect  o f  surp lus land.  The 

Act  perhaps in  substance focussed on a  

fourfold  purpose v iz .  
ii
 

1 .  To provide max imum l imit  

beyond  which  no person was to  

be ent it led  to  hold  land .  

2.  To provide the acquis i t ion of  

land in  excess  o f  the l imit .  

3.  Sett lement  in  excess of  land  to  

other  persons and last ly  

4.  Provid ing land to  landless  

persons.  

The Congress,  perhaps  for  the f i r st  t ime 

of f ic ia l ly  in troduced the not ion of  land  

ce i l ing soon a fter  independence.  In  

November 1947,  the AICC appointed a  

committee headed by Jawahar Lal  Nehru .
iii
 

I t  recommended,  ‘ the maximum s ize o f  the  

hold ings should  be f ixed,  the surp lus land  

over  such a  max imum should be acquired  

and placed at  the d isposa l  o f  the vi l lage  

cooperat ives. ’
iv
 S imi lar  recommendat ion s  

were made by the Congress Agrar ian  

Reform Committee,  chai red by  

J .C.Kumarappa.  I t  submitted i t s  report  in  

Ju ly  1949.  I t  a l so favoured  a  cei l ing on  

land ho ld ings which was to  be three t imes 

the s ize o f  an economic hold ing.
v
  

The Fi rst  F ive Year  P lan (1951 -56)  

too expressed it sel f  ‘ in  favour o f  the  

pr incip le that  there should  be an upper 

l imit  to  the amount  of  land that  an  

indiv idua l  may ho ld’ .  Though the p lan  

broad ly  accepted the upper l imit  

suggested by  the Kumarappa Committee as 

fa i r .  I t  was nevertheless stated  that  the 

exact  upper l imit  was to  be ‘ f ixed by each  

state,  having regards  to  i t s  own agrar ian  

h istory  and it s  present  prob lems’ .  

Moreover i t  was stated that  the census of  

land hold ings  and  cu lt iv at ion,  which was 

proposed to take p lace during 1953 would  

give the data relevant  to  th is  decis ion’ .  

Clear ly ,  there was  no immediate  

programme of implementing cei l ing.  The 

First  P lan ant ic ipated that  ‘ two to three 

years would be necessary’  to  even 

undertake the necessary  survey and setup  

machinery  which would enforce cei l ing  

legis lat ion ef fect ive ly .  
vi
                                                                                                           

I t  was a  matter  o f  surpr ise that  

despi te  ear ly  intent ions  and  

recommendat ions,  not  much progress took  

p lace  on  the quest ion  of  ce i l ings  in  the 

in it ia l  years of  independence.  Th is  was  

recognised by the Congress and AICC in  i t s  

session  in  Agra in  1953.  I t  was urged that  

the state  governments  shou ld  take 

immediate steps in  th is  regard.  They were 

asked to co l lect  requis ite land data and to  

start  the process of  cei l ing on land  

hold ings.  The excess  land had to be 

red istr ibuted and the maximum possib le 

shou ld  go to  the landless workers.  
vii

 Th e 

ce i l ing i ssue however d ragged for  a lmost  

fourteen years a fter  the idea was f i r st  

mooted.  In  1960,  ‘U.P.  Imposit ion of  

Cei l ing on Land Holdings Act ’  was  

presented in  the U.P .  assembly.  I t  was  

later  passed  and implemented in  1961.  

Accord ing to  the Act  ce i l ing  was  

imposed on the fa mily .  The family  was  

defined as cons ist ing of  husband,  wi fe,  

dependent  mother and  father,  sons and  

grandsons ( i f  they do not  own land in  thei r  

own names)  daughter - in- laws,  unmarr ied 

daughters and grand - daughters.
viii

 I t  wa s  

however  changed later  by  an amendm ent 

to  the Act  in  1973.  The defin it ion of  fami ly  

was changed to include only  the tenure 

holder,  wi fe/husband (except  a  judic ia l ly  
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separated wi fe or  husband) minor sons  

and minor daughter  (other  than marr ied  

daughters) .  

For  the purpose of  f i xat ion of  

ce i l ing  the Act  or ig inal ly  c lassi f ied  the 

land into  three c lasses:  good qual i ty ,  

second grade and th ird  grade.  Good  

qual i ty  land was  def ined as  one whose 

hered itary  rate o f  rent  was more than  

Rs.6 .00 per  acre.   Land  with  a  hered itary  

rate o f  rent  between Rs.4.00  and Rs.6.00  

per  acre was c lassed  as  second grade.  The 

th ird  grade was defined  as the land with  a  

hered itary  rate less than Rs.4.00 per  acre.   

The ce i l ing  for  d i fferent  categories  

of  land was f ixed  as fo l lows:  good qua l i ty  

land – 40 acres for  a  fami ly  of  f ive p lus 8  

acres for  each addi t ional  member  subject  

to  a  maximum of 24  extra  acres .  The 

Second grade land – 60  acres for  a  family  

of  f ive p lus 12 acres for  each  addi t ional  

member subject  to  a  maximum of 36 ext ra  

acres.  The th i rd  grade land – 80 acres for  

a  fami ly  o f  f ive member p lus 16 acres for  

each addi t ional  member sub ject  to  a  

maximum of 48 extra  acres.  
ix
 Thus the  

ce i l ing  for  eight  or  more members  came to  

64,  96 and 128 acres  for  good qual ity ,  

second grade and th ird  grade land  

respect ive ly .  Th is  level  o f  cei l ing was  

dec idedly  very  h igh.  The cei l ing therefore 

was reduced substant ia l ly  in  1973 through  

an amendment to  the Act .  I t  a l so d id  away  

with  the scheme of  c lassi f icat ion  of  land  

adopted ear l ier .  The cei l ing was f ixed to  

the maximum of  33 acres o f  land  by th is  

amendment .  

There was however d i f ference of  

opin ion amongst  var ious economists  

regarding what  const itutes an economic  

hold ing in  the given cond it ions o f  

agr icu ltural  technique in  th is  State.  An  

of f ic ia l  s tudy in  farm management in  U.P .  

shows that  the h ighest  output  per  acre  

was  on farms below 5 acres and lowest  on 

farms above 20 acres .  The output  per  acre  

dec l ines as the s ize of  farm increases  

a lthough the input  a l so  dec l ines per  acres  

as the s ize increases .  Dr.  A.M.Khusro in  

h is  study came up with  the conc lusion that  

a  farm of  10 acres was  su f f ic ient  to  give  

opt imum work for  an average agr icu ltural  

hold ing.  
x
 Dr .  Ba l j i t  S ingh,  on the basis  o f  

the  o ff ic ia l  Farm Management  Studies  in  

U.P.  (1954 -55)  concludes that  ‘a  land  

hold ing  o f  10  acres  would  perh aps 

represent  the point  of  opt imum.’
xi
 

However cei l ing l imit  in  the State as  

ment ioned above was much higher than  

the l imit  suggested by var ious economists 

keeping in  view the condit ion preva lent  in  

the State.   

Exemption from cei l ing has been  

provided to land held  by the Government 

– Centra l  or  State – or  a  local  author ity ,  

Government Companies  and Corporat ions,  

educat iona l  inst itut ions impart ing  

educat ion in  agr icu lture,  Univers it ies,  

banks and the Bhoodan  Yagna Committee.  
xii

 Certa in  other  land,  which the te nur e 

holder  used for  the purpose of  Pan,  Keora,  

Bela,  Chamel i  and Gulab,  were a lso  

exempted  f rom the operat ion of  present  

Act .  
xiii

  

A l l  land dec lared surplus under the 

Act  were to  be vested in  the State  

Government and the co l lector  was  

empowered to make sett lement on i t s  

beha l f .  
xiv

 In  the Act  there was a  provis ion  

for  temporary  a l lo tment of  the surp lus  

land to the or ig inal  tenure holders so that  

agr icu ltural  product ions  would not  su f fer .  

In  ef fect  th is  meant  that  people who 

possessed land in  excess of  the ce i l ing  

could  cont inue to enjoy i t s  f ru it s .  This  

provis ion could  be easi ly  misused,  

espec ia l ly  by  the r ich  and powerful  

sect ions of  the rural  soc iety .  Th is  

provis ion was misused which later  led to  

the amendment in  1969,  wh ich made 
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resumption of  land to  the Gov ernment  

after  the exp iry  of  the lease.   

The famil ies  covered  under  ce i l ing  

land d istr ibut ion programme were poor 

and most ly  landless.  The l ive l ihoods o f  

such fami l ies before a l lotment o f  ce i l ing 

surplus land most ly  were based on earning  

from dai ly  wages an d to a  l i t t le extent  on  

non-farm act ivi t ies.  Ce i l ing surp lus land 

a l locat ion has enab led the benefic iar ies to  

possess land of  some k ind and th is  land as 

an asset  has increased their  capab i l i ty  to  

access cred it  f rom var ious in formal  and  

formal  f inanc ia l  sou rces.  As family  labour  

is  not  a  constraint  on  these benefic iar ies  

to  take up agr icultura l  act ivi t ies,  these 

benefic iar ies have hard ly  parted with  the 

land a l lotted and they  are  cu lt ivat ing the 

same.  Land development act iv it ies on  

ce i l ing surplus land too h ave been taken  

up by many famil ies .   

DEFECTS OF CEILING 

LEGISLATION 

The implementat ion of  cei l ings law in  

India  was far  from sat i s factory  and Uttar  

Pradesh was  no except ion in  th is  respect .  

I t  would ,  however be too ear ly  to  

comment on  the impact  of  the ce i l ing  

Legis lat ion.  But  there were certa in  defects  

in  the legis lat ion,  which led to  the 

amendments  to  be carr ied  out  in  th is  Act  

later .  

Major  defects o f  the Act  were due 

to delay  in  the imposi t ion of  the ce i l ing .  I t  

therefore,  fa i led to  del iver  i t s  bas ic  

purpose to provide land to the land less .  

Also the nature o f  the leg is la t ion ensured  

that  the ce i l ing would have a  very  muted  

impact  releas ing  l i t t le  surplus land for  

red istr ibut ion .  The larger  land  owner  were 

able to  evade the provis ion of  the law.  

They e i ther  so ld  thei r  excess land or  

part i t ioned thei r  ho ld ings among fami ly  

members and  relat ives.  They even  

transferred their  lands  in  the names of  

their  servants and a lso  took recourse to  

‘benami’  t ransfer  wi th  the help  o f  local  

of f i c ia l s.  Further,  the  landow ners a l so  

resorted to mass ev ict ion of  tenants ,  

resuming their  land at  least  to  the cei l ing 

l imit .  They often fa lse ly  c la imed to have 

sh if ted  to progressive farming  under  

d irect  superv is ion .  Thus,  by  the t ime the 

Cei l ing Legis lat ion was appl ied  there were 

barely  any hold ing  left  above the ce i l ing  

l imit .  Consequent ly  there was a  wide 

d ispar ity  between the or ig inal  est imates  

of  surplus implementat ion of  the cei l ing 

law and actual  resu lt s.  Thus in  1960 i t  was  

of f i c ia l ly  est imated that  14 lakh acres o f  

surplus land would be ava i lable a fter  the  

imposit ion of  ce i l ing in  U.P.  
xv

 But  by  1980 

only  2.80 lakh  acres was  declared surp lus.   

Secondly  in  a  s i tuat ion where more 

than seventy  per  cent  land ho ld ing in  the 

State  were under f ive  acres ,  the  cei l ing  

f i xed on exist in g ho ld ings o f  40 to  80 

acres 
xvi

 were very  h igh .  Further  cei l in g  

could  be ra ised in  the State  by around  

62.5 per  cent  in  each c lass of  land i f  the  

s i ze  o f  the  family  o f  landholder  exceeded  

f ive.  Now this  l imit  came about  64,  96 and 

128 acres for  d if ferent  ca tegor ies of  land .  

Thus  the est imated 14  lakh acres  o f  

surplus land was never  achieved as very  

few landed  famil ies have hold ings that  

exceeded  these l ibera l  l imits  o f  cei l ing.  

Th ird ly  a  la rge number  o f  

exempt ions to  the cei l ing l imits  were 

permitted by the State in  the Second P lan.  

I t  recommended certa in  more categor ies  

of  land that  cou ld  be exempted from the 

ce i l ing  l imit .  These were tea,  cof fee and  

rubber p lantat ions,  orchards ,  spec ia l i sed  

farms engaged in  catt le breed ing,  

dairy ing ,  wool  ra is ing,  sugarcane  farms 

operated by sugar  factor ies and ef f i c ient ly  
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managed farms on  which heavy  

investments had been made.  
xvii

 Th e 

intent ion was c lear ly  to  promote and  

certa in ly  not  to  h inder progressive or  

capi ta l i st  farming done on a  la rge scale.  

Also  at  the  same t ime end ing  absentee 

landlord ism indulged  in  by  large  

landowners through  tenants and  

sharecroppers.  The exempt ion  wa s 

misused  by the landholders  to  the 

maximum extant  possib le .  L ike in  cases o f  

eff ic ient ly  managed farm,  i t  p roved to be 

quite easy  for  la rge number o f  landholders  

to  use such  a  vague cr iter ia  just  by  gett ing  

themselves declared ef f i c ient .  S imi lar ly ,  

exempt ion to land held  by cooperat ive as  

proposed by the government was a lso 

open  to great  misuse with  landlords  

transferr ing their  land to bogus 

cooperat ives.  

Fourthly ,  The famil ies  a l lot ted land  

under ce i l ing land d ist r ibut ion  programme 

were general ly  poor and  major  prob lem 

faced by  them is  f inance for  cul t ivat ion  of  

land,  purchase of  inputs,  development o f  

land and purchase of  agr icu ltural  assets.  

However i t  i s  not iced that  major ity  o f  the  

benefic iar ies were not  ef fect ive  borrowers  

pr ior  to  red istr ibut ion  of  l and hold ing.  

Now the erstwhi le landless labourers were 

facing f inancia l  p rob lems which mean  they  

were aga in  gett ing in  the trap of  the  

money lenders and zamindars.  These 

money lenders and zamindars wou ld  

gradual ly  aga in  turn  these new land 

holders back to  la ndless labourers.  These 

loans  were col lateral  loan against  the  land  

which the labourers had acqu ired in  land 

red istr ibut ion .  The Government a lso  

started loans to  these landless labourers 

but  the i l l i terate labour found i t  to  a  

ted ious job to  get  loans  from  Government  

inst itut ions.  

F i fth ly ,  there are certa in  o f  land  

holders who could  not  acqu ire their  

a l lo tted land due to thei r  weak pos it ion  

espec ia l ly  weaker sect ion of  the society .  

There were number o f  case registered  

aga inst  the act  which  a lso delayed the 

transfer  o f  possess ion  of  land to the 

actua l  a l lottees.  Even a fter  being defeated 

in  h ighest  government  revenue body the 

Board of  Revenue the party  can aga in  f i le  

c ivi l  su i t  against  the order  o f  the board.  

Th is  inturn further  delayed the transfer  

process.  Further  lands a l lo tted to the 

landless were often  of  poor qual ity  

leading the land ho lders to  take loans to  

fu l f i l  thei r  requirements both for  

agr icu ltural  needs and more often for  

other  personal  requirements.  

Thus with  these inherent  defects in  

the Act  i t  was very  much doubt ful  that  i t  

could  ach ieve i t s  targeted goal  o f  land 

red istr ibut ion .  I t  missed the opportunity  

to  acquire large areas  of  surplus land for  

red istr ibut ion just  because of  i t s  defect  

and delayed  cei l ing  laws.  With the 

increase in  populat ion  over  the last  f ive  

decade and the rapid  subdivis ion of  la rge  

hold ings,  i t  was very  l ike ly  that  a  l i t t le  

land would remain over  the ce i l ing l imit .  

The cei l ing leg is lat ion  fa i led  to  achieve 

anything worthwhi le .  I t  however fa i led as  

a  measure to  br ing any re d istr ibut ion in  

the pattern o f  land ho ld ings.
xviii

  

Th is  however certa in ly  ushered in  a  

land d ist r ibut ion  on  an equitable basis.  

The target  of  these reforms was  to  

achieve d istr ibut ion  of  land  to the 

landless,  but  i t  i s  certa in ly  debatable  

whether  i t  ach ieved it s  goa l  or  not .   
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