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“BOUND TO BE UNCERTAIN": A NOTE ON
PROBLEMS OF ESTIMATING WET PADI YIELDS IN
PENINSULAR MALAYA DURING THE DEPRESSION,

1929-33

by
A. Azmi Abdul Khalid

- the statistical data are by no means reliable. It is important
to bear this in mind. In general itis our belief that the data are
adequate for the purposes for which we have used them. But
the possibility cannot be ruled out that future data revisions
will alter some of our conclusions qualitatively. not just in
detail. This possibility exists with all types of evidence.
(R.C.O. Matthews, C.H. Feinstein, and J.C. Odling - Smee,
British Economic Growth 1856-1973 (Oxford U. Press,
1982), p. 8).

Although written for a different purpose. the observation
by Matthews, Feinstein and Odling-Smee has a remblance of
universal validity. Repositioned in the context of Malaysian cconomic
history, the statement comes to life particularly as regards wet-
padi statistics pertaining to yields.! Statistics cuncerning wet-
padi yields before the Second World War hayf: been notoriously
problematic. Consequently, it takes great effort to mu'kc some
sense out of the maze of yield figures, often contradictory in
nature. The purpose of this note is to look at the p.mhlcms
involved and also the ensuing steps taken by the colonial state
to correct the discrepancies of wet-padi yeilds in the Malay
States, especially during the Depression.

'In this note, yield figures refer to yield per pl:nled acre (l::;.‘;)p{msvd Tu ynlclf: pt‘t
harvested acre). According to Lim Chong -Yalu.. .. the pre- A 'd. ata ;‘nlm .;-Kup-i:
planted acre”. (Lim Chong Yah, Econumic Development of Me '"" “ “-;." ) I..h<
Lumpur: Oxford Umversity Prees, 1967]. 149. This view appears to be con Ill|l4|u y
one official who wrote: ... while the figure relatve to )'!cl«l: u;h";:"lnw)lcl('\ :.mm
planting...." (District Office Sitiawan File (henceforth, DOS) 20171932, Minute dated

13.4.32.
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?\L‘O)’zlgnri):;)i('l‘ucuo.n Of wet rice in Malaya. As it st o (RCC)
0168 tha ' Opinions. The Rice Cultivation C(.’md“‘. or produc-
tion were f:l(-)lr. : l?ls ho7SEacal s 83 yl.ddhl im Chong
Yah su & able for Malaya? On the/other h.‘m . ssumably
i ggests that Malaya did not have production (pre
yield) and acreage statistics well until 1922.° Furthermore. bn‘.h
sources indicate the unreliability of the early statistics on padi/
rice production. Whilst the actual date of the firs! PUh“”'f“’d ek
yield statistics for Malaya is still uncertain, it 15 pertinent 1o
note that in 1913, for instance, yield estimates for the Fchralcd
Malay States (FMS) are available.* Again no specific reference
is mentioned as to whether Malaya refers to the FMS and the
Unfederated Malay States (UMS) or whether it also includes
Penang (and Province Wellesley) as well as Malacca.
Whether 1915 or 1922 is tentatively accepted, the interim
period until the beginning of the Depression in 1929 is still
clouded by the understatement of rice yield figures. This prompted
Lim to remark that as the quality of statistical data appears to
improve over time, “there is ample evidence that statistics from
1932 anwards are much more dependable than the pre-1932
figures”.® Although this statment has yet to be tested rigorously,
there were serious attempts made by the colonial government in
Malaya to deal with the problems of inaccuracies in rice yield
statistics, particularly after the RCC Reports were made public
in 1931. The RCC was established and appointed by the High
Commissioner on 14th July 1930 to investigate “what are the
best steps to be taken in order to encourage rice cultivation in
Malaya®" One of the important reasons for the setting up of the
Committee was the beginning of the Depression in the heavily
export-dependent Malayan economy. The rationale was that in

:I;;I;t;ﬂ lo;' the Rice Cultivation Commitiee (henceforth, RRCC), Volume | (Kuala Lumput:
’Lim .Chong Yah, Economic Development of Mod

: ern Malaya, 149. ’
‘See, for eumple.'l. Lcwlon-Bnm, Asn‘c“’mre in Malay:ain 1913 (Kuala Lumpl“-
Department of Agriculture 1914), Bulletin No. 20 2
sLim Chong Yah, Economic Development of b.fnd’ ]

ern Malaya, 149. :

SRRCC, Volume I, 13. fnt a critical appraisal of the ;é'cy‘: findings, se¢ Lim Tc'i:
Ghee, Peasants And Their Agricultural Economy In Colonial Malaya 1874-1 941 (KV2
Lumpur: Oxford Umiversity Press, 1977), 182-187.
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order to lessen Malaya’s dependence on rice imports™ and to
alleviate the perceived and anticipated hardship of Malay peas-
ants during the course of the Depression, there was an urgent
need to revitalize the rice economy. Among the various recom-
mendations contained in the RCC Reports, the problem of the
statistical unrealiability of rice yields was mentioned. This as-
pect was put in perspective by the Report:

As a most important step towards the improvement and
extension of rice cultivation in Malaya. better provision than
at present exists for the collection of statistics both in relation
to areas and yields is essential: without this. progress in bound
to be uncertain in as much as it is impossible W accurately
gauge the effects of measures for improvements which are
undertaken.!

The urgency of finding a more reliable method of estimat-
ing rice yields presumes a high degree of unreliablity of yield
figures before 1931. It could also be due to the need to coor-
dinate methods of statistical compilation for rice yields in every
state in Malaya.

But what were the problems associated with the unrealiablity
of yield figures? One problem was that there was no synchro-
nization between acreage and yield figures in relation to a particular
year. To illustrate this is it would be relevant to note the com-
ment by an official in the district of Sitiawan in the state of
Perak:

In the annual returns for 1931, the figure for acreage relates
to the area under padi crops as on 1.1.32 while the figure for

yield refers to the total yield from planting done during the
latter part of 1930°

This means that in practice the yield statistics were behind
time by at least a year. It prompted the same official to stress
that “the yields shown in the return does not represent the yields
from the area shown in the same return™.'® A more serious problem
Was rooted in the absence of a standard or uniform method of

—

"For more details on this especially with reference 1o the FMS, seec A Aznn Abdul
Khalid, "The Federated Malay States: Growth and Development of the Import Trade,
1900-1940", HISTORIA (Kuala Lumpur: 1984), 334-337.

RCC, Volume 1, 18.

::‘;.fz“e by an official, 13.4.32, DOS 201/1932.



70 Jurnal Sejarah

alar during
estimating the rice yields from the sawah in pur_l‘,'::]\l.:)di.s'|inct
the menuai (harvesting) seasons. In practice there W; ii) by relying
methods used: i) by focussing on sample plOtS a:l
on the estimates of the kefua kampung (Vi"a.gf' wkim ofr sub-
relayed them through the penghulu (head of’a. 1% ds. the first
district) to the Land Offices."" Out of the (WO mcll?()_ : Wcllcslc)’
one was considered more reliable and practised in Pm‘.'m,t t:hc s.cc;, nd
and Malacca. Many complaints were made r.ega“.jm%’ ati (;n was
method. For example, in Johore where rice cultiva -
insignificant because of the dominance of rubber growing, one
official observed that:

headman) who

Whether these {yield] figures arebasedon personal knowledge
of cultivated returns or are only matter of guesswork on the
part of the Penghulus, I am unable to say."

At a higher administrative level, the dissatisfaction with
the existing methods increased markedly. F.M. South remarked
that it was difficult and confusing to match or reconcile the
yield estimates compiled by the various Land Offices with those
submitted by the Agricultural Field Officers."?

These conflicing yield estimates urged the RCC to recom-
mend the method of estimation based on sample plots. It pro-
posed that the system should be tried out in “all padi areas with
the least possible delay.”'* The Department of Agriculture (FMS
and Straits Settlements) had tried to find out a suitable method
of sample plgt measurements based on a technique devised by
F.W. South. In responsegto thsanl;ple ‘plm method was: s
phasized that the method sho ?d e rt?commendatlon coihind
it was used. Otherwis uld be carefully thought out before

€ according to South, * " could
appear as was the case in i . v, SIAVE GIIOTY *
Previous trials. Summing up his views:

Johore, 16993, Comnnssioner of La .
1933, See also General Adviser Joh(“m:g;l\’;nue. Segamat (hencetorth, ('Lﬁ::“"u‘_

Johore Baru (henceforth ¢ LRIB) 408/1033 33 and Commussioner o Land
BE.W. South, Acting Director- %
the Reswdent. Perak, 27.1.32,
“RRCC, Volume 1, 19.
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he concluded that “it seems very desirable to make the best of
present methods™ before a better and more reliable method could
be implemented."

The search for the most reliable and practical method of
yield estimation continued well throughout the Depression. However,
an important and thought-provoking memorandum by W.N. Sands
appeared to guide the search to a compromise method. In a
memorandum to the Resident of Perak, Sands reported that he
had tested four varying methods of sample plot estimations viz.
the Hubback method (with triangular 1/45000 acre plots), the 1/
360 acre square plot method, the 1/40 acre square plot method
and the Kedah method (1/45 acre oblong plot method). From
these methods, Sands chose the Kedah method. It began with
the random selection of various plots with an area of 1/32nd
relong (44 ft. long and 22 ft. wide) or 1/45th of an acre. These
plots were chosen randomly on the basis of “five widely scat-
tered plots in each mukim wherever possible™ and assuming
that in each mukim, the planted area averaged out to about 1.500
acres. Due to many strains of padi grown with different indi-
vidual characteristics, sample plots were carved out of the portions
with the most extensive acreage. In practice, “two to five dit-
ferent varieties were sampled in each mukim”. The yield were
then averaged. In order to calculate the total yield of a mukim
on the basis of the yields from the sample plots, the total unharvested
area was excluded from the total planted area. These unharvested
areas could be due to damage by pests, drought or floods. Next,
Sands used the following method of calculation: the “mean yields
of the five plots multiplied by 32 and less 10% represented the
Calculated yield per relong, which figure multiplied by the net
area harvested, gave the total calculated yield of the mukim. ™'

As neatly as Sands had presented the tformula based
On the Kedah system, there were also attendant difficulties. It
Would appear that manpower was one of the constraints; in the
Case of Kedah, all the field officers were fully occupied during

—

“F.w. South, Acting Director-General of Agriculture, Strans Settlenmments and FMS 10
the Resident, Perak, 27.1.32, DOS 201/1932.
¢morandum Concerning Experimental Work For The Estimates of Padi Yiclds by
N. Sands (henceforth, Memo. by Sands), Principal Agnicultural Offscer, Kedali, 15ih
July 1933, CLRJB 408/1033. As regards the Kedah System of Esumating Yields (a pary
of the memorandum above), see also CLRS 539/1933.
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harvest time and sometimes “they had to enlist the help of pené

- be
in order to measure yields for them.”"” The mclf\“g ::.);l[(:wd
impractical in areas where padi areas were smlall an, l: g
as was the case in Johore. This contrasted with 'l:“l«n dl'ai . i
often continuous padi areas like those in Kedah.™ i -
deviation from the past practice of yield estimation msg wilder-
official to state that “these new methods arc all very b€
ing"." o

But how reliable was the Kedah method? T.S. Adams WhO
was the Adviser of Lands in Kedah thought that by latf’_ 1930
“yields were definitely under estimated.”” When Sant_is assu‘mcd
work as the Principal Agricultural Officer for Kedah in the same
year, he found out that padi yields recorded by the p{"g’“‘lus
«were much lower than those actually obtained.”' This ()pser-
vation is interesting because what Sands had implicitly hinted
was the existence or awareness of another method which was
used to counter - check the estimates given by the penghulu.
But unfortunately no mention was made regarding the results
that were “actually obtained”. In view of this it can be said that
the Kedah system was initially widely used only from 1930.%
In his memorandum Sands clearly stated that sample plot meas-
urements were conducted annually as follows:*

1930 : 31,480 sample plots in 96 mukims
1931 : 32,578 sample plots in 119 mukims
1932 : 33,555 sample plots in 133 mukims

No information was supplied before 193(0. As the Kedah
system v{a.s gradually extended in the state, there were more
opportunities to test the results obtained through this method.

"Memo. by Sands, 6.

""Minute by F.R. Mason, 16.9.1933, CLRS 539/1933.

“Minute by G. Hawkins, 23.9.33. CL

: s, 23.9.33, CLR
©RRCC, Volume 11, 113. > S9/1933.
Memo. by Sands, 4.
ZBefore the Kedah method was L ;
refence was made 10 the mell;odu ﬂl'gl"‘q and widely discussed in official circles. the
estimates were made by Pad; | practiced in Melaka. By this latter method. skt
S Ainela Dl e s 4 :SPCCIO_I.! in the Departnent of Agnculture who reape!
of the RCC stated that "lhi:"'vtal (fast flel.ds), H.A. Tempany, who was the Chasrnis®
Sl ol o et u-n l. \I; :{mon sng:s(act(rry systein at present capable of l"'"..s
(RRCC. Volume 2, 8), orm baxis throughout Malaya is strongly advocated

“Memo by Sands, S.
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To illustrate this, Sands compared his results with those ob-
tained from the penghulus between 1930-31 1o 1932-33. It was
discovered that the margin results showed 15% under estima-
tion by the penghulus in 1930-31 and decreased significantly to
8% and 2% in 1931-32 and 1932-33 respectively. The larger
divergences were traced to valleys and inland areas for example
in the districts of Kulim and Bandar Bahru where there were
many small and scattered padi fields. In the plains, covering the
Kota Star and Kubang Pasu districts, the results “nearly corre-
sponded with our own.”** This range of margins appears to confirm
Mason’s earlier point that the Kedah system cannot be effi-
ciently and successfully operated in areas where padi plots were
widely dispersed.

It is apparent that Sands was sensitive to the problems
encountered by the Kedah method. In fact he stressed that in
order to arrive at a more plausible yield estimate it is required
that a thorough scrutiny should be made about a district’s crop
reports, the estimates by penghulus and the sample plot figures.
Sands doubted that “the results can be dealt with successfully
by the usual statistical methods because the necessary requisites
for reliability are absent.” There were other important variables
like the variations in the ecological settting of padi areas which
could alter the purely statistical estimates.”> Eventually what
prevailed was the Kedah method of sample plot measurement
which also took into account the penghulu's returns as well as
other variables which influenced the padi crop at the time of
harvesting. In September 1933 Tempany recommended that the
Kedah method should be tried out “throughout the padi growing
areas of Malaya.”*

In restrospect, the desire to create a uniform method of
yield measurement was justified in the context of the RCC's
larger task of persuading the predominantly Malay peasants to
grow more rice. Yield figures could throw light on the changes
in productivity and hence in this connexion, it. would be more
meaningful if the data base for rice yields is founded on more

and FMS to the Secretary to the High

“H. Tempany, Director of Agriculture, S.S. <19/1933.

C°mmissionet for the Malay States, 4th September 1933, CLRS
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: gecr 2o — e he some
organized and systematic vield statistics. There could

truth in Lim's carlier comment that post - 1932 yicld ’“g‘:’;::
contain less discrepancies as compared to the Pf'j"'"'d'n!“ -y-mc;ll.
esspecially when it is viewed in the context of the official endorse
of the Kedah method in 1933,
However there is another dime e
of rice yields. It was claimed that the main reason for lh}' ‘Pcf-""-""“"
under estimates before 1930 was the intention, among padi .(_ulu'vtm)’r.:;
to eschew the payment of more taxes (O the colonial sldl«.“
This viewpoint is. at best, tentative. For it 1o be cmp"_‘““ y
confirmed or refuted. more research has (o be undertaken m‘ ll?c
principal padi growing areas before 1930. On the contrary it is
probable that the peasants’ underreporting was actually based
on their own version of measurement or estimation grounded on
the different cultural foundation and world-view. Furthermore,
the problem of underreporting was not peculiar o Malay peas-
ants alone. In late 19th century Japan it was also rampant, especially
in the early Meiji period.”* The fact of underreporting of rice
yields in Malaya before 1930 should pose a challenge to histo-
rians and social scientists intending to infuse quantitative tech-
niques into history to the point of reconstructing the yield fig-
ures by proper statistical methods. Perhaps, as Nakamura has
done for 19th century Japan, a start can be made by construct-
ing a padi rice yield index and testing out the revised yield
estimates.”” Whatever way one sets out to perform the actual
task, it is well worth remembering that statistical methods in
history are only useful tools of analysis which could be applied
to clarify certain doubts within certain limits. It is indeed in-

strulc;(ivc o end this note by echoeing Ohlin’s polite end re-
mark:

nsion to the underreporting

Statistical estimates are pot ‘Tacts” of history, first to be

n‘t . a1 . a : ' '

h::::;:.::nr;d ;mld (lbcn 0 be interpreted: the estumation of
3 al statisties is merely an us istori

| \ e anas i

et g y pect of historical

“Memo. by Sands, 4.
“James 1. Nakamura, Agniculy

ural g :
87319122 (Princeton: Py ral Production Ang The Economic Development ¢ Jupa®

Shid.. 87-104, theeton University Press, 1966), Chapier 4.
*G.Ohhin, “No Safety in Numbers: Son \ sky-

(ed.), Industrialization in Twa gy‘m”* Pitfalls of Historical Staustics™. m H. RO

(New York: J. Wiley anq Sans, l‘)(b;.) E;:)“)’-‘ in Honour of Alexander Gersehe”

krot



