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The Seasonal Employment Profile in

Egyptian Agriculture.
by

Mona El Topy & Bent "~nsen.

1., Introdactory.

The present paper contains a re.ision and extension of an estimate
of labour requirements in BEgyptian Agriculture earlier carried out and pub-
lished by the Ministry of Agriculture, Cairo.l) The estimate ! of the_ﬁinistny
of Agriculture suffers from various defects which will be made clear in the
éequel. Some of these defects could, however, be remedied and although even
the revised and extended estimates are open %o various kinds of critiqismn they
do nevertheless offer some information on the employment situation in agricul=-
ture, Another statistical material illuminating this problem will soon be
available from the ILO = INP-sample survey of village-employment at present
under work., This latter sample survey will probably supply us with a much more
detailed, reliable and complete information of village-employment than has
hitherto been available in this country. Since, however, the 1LO = INP-sample
" _does not permit inflation to a natienal—tevel, while on the bth;;ﬂignd;tﬁé
Ministry of Agriculture estimate is in principle on a national basis - the
estimate presented in this paper may be considered complementary to the forth-
coming ILO = INP study. For these various reasons we found it justified to
present our revision of the Ministry of Agriculture estimate, in spite of all

its short-comings.

2, Congepts and Measurements. :
In order to avoid terminological confusion we shall briefly define

certain concepts related to the problem at hand. The definitions are those

traditionally adopted.

1) Agricultural Economics, Monthly Bulletin, Department of StatistiGSIAnd
Agricultural Economics, Ministry of Agriculture, Cairo, May 1958, March 1959,
June 1960. : | <
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By open vusuploymest we usdsrstand a situabion where parsons want ,

but are unable to obtain, swployment as wage sarners al the going marked wages,
In agricultural districis this concept applies mainmly to labourers, but also
cultivators of land and their family members may bs in this position, Statis-
tics on open unemployment in rural districts iz the UAR do exist, viz, the
labour force suxveys of the Ministry of Labour,

By disguised unemployment we understamd a gituabtion where actually

employed labour could be remeved, ceberiz paribues, without negative effects
on actual productiocn, It iz, in other words, a situation whavse the actual
marginal (or, rather, differsntial) productivity of labour is zero (or negative,
This concept applies mainly to cultivators amd their families, bub disguised
unempioymant of hired labour may of course exist, if sither the employer Ié
unaware of the fact that the value of the marginal produst of labour is lower
than the wage rates, or institutional circumstances force vpon him seperfluous
employees, It follows from the very definition that disguised wnemployment can
only be disclosed either through controlled sxperimants (dismissals, for ine-
stance) or through a statistical estimate of the production fumction, which
will permit a caleculation of the margimal productivity ef labouwr, This has been
done for a number of conabries, both on a crossesection and a time-seriss basis,
and it seems rather clear that if the marginal product is defimed oum an annual
basis then disguised unemployment is a rars phanomenon and the exception rather
than the rule in agriculbure in underdsvelopsd countrles, :
Qggggggg;gggggg, finally, is a concept which enly applies to the
entrepreneur - the cultivator = aud his family together with smployees hired

1) Reference can here be made to a number of studies, ses in particular Colin
Clark and MR, Hazswell, The Econemics of Subsistence Agriculbure, Londom
1964 and Theodore We Schultz, Tremsforming Traditional Agvicoiture, New
Haven and Loudom, 1964, Ch.4%. For the UAR, sos Hzpaa Kueir EL Din, "The
Cotton Production Funciion in the UAR amd its Relatiom to Technical Pro-
gress and to Disguiszed Unemployment”, INP Memo. Hoe 370, Cairo 1963. Let
it be added that other attampts in the UAR to estimate op guess the size
of disguised unsmploymenst are actually mot at all comcernmed with disguised
unemployment as defined here, but with estimating am average of the agri-
cultural seasonal underemployment az defimed below, seec Bl Zalaki etc,
"Agriculiural axd Non-Agricultural Unemployment in BEgypt™, Research Bullg-—
tin No,1, Sept, 1257, Depariment of Agricultural Egonowics, Faculty of
Agriculture, Alszandria 1961,
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on a long term basis, and which means that persons attached to the enterprise,
the farm, do not find full time employment on the farmj they may be trying to
find employment outside the farm in which case they are also open unemployed.
Un?eremployment obviously presumes that the marginal productivity of labour
is zero and that the cultivator is aware of this. g

/ To each one of these three concepts we can apply the distinction
between seasonal and permanent (i.e. annual or perhaps npotational™ ). This
distinetion is well=known from discussions of both open unemployment and
underemployment, while it is usualiy ..o applied o the concept of disguised
unemployment . Since, however, the marginal product df labour may in principle
be measured on a crop-basis rather than on an annual basis (or a rotation
haéis)e)g something which is of interest in an agricultural system like the

Egyptian with ncontinuous" cropping, we have the following conceptss

1, Open unemployment
a) seasonal

b) permanent

2., Disguised unemployment
a) seasonal
b) permanent

3, Underemployment
a) seasonal

b) permanent.

This paper is concerned with the measurement of underemployment,
seasonal as well as permanent, and only in a very indirect way does it throw
some light on disguised unemployment. An attempt is made to draw up an
"employment profile" on a monthly basis, showing how many days of each one
the twblve months of the year an average member of the permanent farm labour
force would have to work in order that the labour requirements for plant

1) For measurement on a crop basis, see Hanaa Kheir El Din, op.cit. For measure-
ment on an annual basis, see Mohamed Mahmoud El Imam, "A Production Function

for Egyptian Agriculture 1913=1955", Memo, No,259, INP, Cairo 1962,
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production be satisfied, This calls for definitions of what is understood by
"an average member of the permanent farm labour force", aud by “labour require-
ments for plant productioa”,

. The statistics of "permanent farm labour" are taken from the x

agricultural census of 1950. The published census does not provide a definitiow
of this concept, but according to information from the Ministry of Agriculture
it includes ali/fia ggh%grmanently on the farm, married women to the extent
they actually take part in field work, and all/gggigiégdlgogggrgngmd above,.
Servants togefher with seasonal and occasional workers are not ing¢luded.
This definition is not perfectly clear and one may wonder how it has been
interpreted in collecting the primary data., Since figures are only available
from the 1950-census, it has been assumed that the permanent farm labour
force has stayed constant during the 'fifties.l) This assumption is t0 some
cxtent supported by the population censuses which show almost constancy in
the number of "persons economically occupied” in agriculturs Zrom 1947 %o
1960, But obviously this is a key-assumption which may easily be criticized,

Permanent farm labour has been divided into two groups: "men"®
(all males 15 years and over), and the rest labelled "women & children®,
¥ithin these two groups labour is considered homogeneous and the unit of
measurement is 1 person’s work per day., The distinction betwsen "men® and
“women & children® is related to what is traditionally considered work for
"men" and for "women & children”, There is, however, in real life ro hard and
fast distinctions here and we shall show also a calculation where men, women
and children have been lumped together,

Corcerning the "labour requirements" information was collscted
in 1955 by the Ministry of Agriculture from each Governerats conrcerning the
labour required for the various operations (soil preparation, irrigation,
sowing, etc, until harvesting) necessary for each major crop, distribnted on
"men"-days and "women & children"-days, This information has not been ceollected
on any systematic spmpling basis; it gives only, for each Goverasrate, the
judgement of the agricultural inspectors about what is the norreal, actuzal

1) Figures from the 1960 agricultural census are actually available in the
Ministry of Agriculture, but it has not been possible foxr us to make the
Ministry release these figures (or even to let us have saccess to them).
This lack of cooperation has forced us to work on the old data.



- 5 =

labour input per feddan per farm operation. On this basis a weighted national
average for each farm operation has been estimated by the Ministry. It will

be understood that the labour requirements estimated in this way may not give
a satisfactory measure of the average, actual labour input per feddan per farm
operation; it is even uncertain whether we are dealing with actual inputs or
with normative figures. Furthermore, minor crops were left out, and for vege-
tables and fruit emplcyment statistics from agricultural research stations
were used (it is beleived that the research stations use more labour than the
average cultivator of vegetables and fruit).

The estimates included in principle only plant production. This
means that all work related to animal production, dlgggng and cleaning of
irrigation canals and drains, building and repair of houses and implements,
and trading were left outside the estimates. Also time used for the movement
of labour itself to, from and between the fields is disregarded. Finally, the
original Ministry of Agriculture estimates of total labour requirements were
based on the crop areas in 1955, a year where both the cotton area and the
rice area = the two labour intensive crops - were exceptionally small.

We have only been able to improve on some of the short=-comings
of the Ministry of Agriculiure estimate. First of all we have not only re-
estimated the year 1955, but have also nade a new estimate for 1960, a year
in which the cotton area was relatively large and the rice area rather normal.
Secondly, the distribution by monkhs of the work related to the individual
farm operations was estimated by ourselves; the distribution used by the
Ministry has not been disclosed. We assumed that the monthly distribution of
all operations are related %o the monthly distributions of the seeding and
harvesting both of which were available for the year 1962, Also some other
" information was made use of. Thirdly, some minor improvements were mad.e.1
With respect, however, to the two main pieces of information: the permanent
labour force, and the labour requirements per feddan per operation we could
do nothing to improve the estimates.

On the basis of the infomation of the labour requirements per
feddan per operation, and the cultivated area for the various crops, the total

1) All details of our calculations are available in the Institute of National
Planninge.
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labour requirements for mexn énd womer & children, resp., were then calculated,
both expressed in mill. of days of labour per month, Dividing through by the
total number of men and women & children, resp., the number of days of labour
required for plant production per month per man and per womanm-child were
obtained, Finally, total labour requirementsfor men-labour and women & childrene
labour have been added together and divided by the tofal number of men, women
and childrer in order to obtain the average number of days of labour required
in plant production per member of the permanent farm labour%gﬁﬁg Justification
for doing so is that during the peaks men do actwally step in and perform

work which is traditionally considered work for women:and children, et vice
versaj the weakness of our procedure is that one uxit of man-labour may not

be equivalent to one unit of womenﬂ%& children=labour,

3+ Results,

The main results are shown in Table 1 and depisted in Graphs 1=3,
which ﬁa vot need much explanation., The Graphs show the maximum number of
working days per month (= mumber of days per month) and the number of weekQ
days per month in 1960 (equal to pumber of days minus mumber of Fridays =
but not other feast days - per month), We hava shown bobth of these limits
because it is difficult te say a priori what should be considered full employ=
ment in agriculture. If, however, the number of days of labour per person
required exceeds the number of days in the particular menth, then it seems
impossible to speak about underemployment (although even here there is a
problem of hours, days and nights), In each diagram we havs then drawn two
curves showing the labour reguirement per person for 1955 and 1960, resp.,
in order to be able to compare the labour requirements with the physical upper
1imit for labkour.

Since now the caleoulations of labour requirements only inclide
plant production, the gemeral level of labour regquiremenrts shown is for that
reason too low, for botl men and women & children., By how much is difficult
to say, but a rough impression of the gemeral undersstimatien of the total
labour requirements involved by the cmission of animal production ebtc. is
obtained from the mational income estimates accerding to whish in 1959/60
about 24 per cent of the gross value of agricultural produstion and 15 per -
cent of gross value added in agriculture were related %o amimal prodiiction,
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The aggregation to a national level may also, taking into account the immobi-
1ity of permanent farm labour, hide local peaks and labour shortages (sugar
cane is an example). On the other hand, there are factors which point in the
direction of an overestimation, in particular for vegetables and fruits.

The labour requirement curves probably also exaggerate the strength of the
seasonal fluctuations, at least for men; digging and cleaning of canals and
drains and certain other types of "“overhead" work are always done during the
slack winter season.

1. Accepting the estimates at their face value, the conspicuous
feature of Graphs 1-3 is then the strong seasonality disclosed, the seasonality
being much stronger for women & children than for men, The seasonal peaks are
also differens for men and women & children. While the former have a peak in
May (various grain operations)l) the latter have two peaks, one in June (rice
planting and cotton wornm combatting) and one in September (cotton picking).

2, The estimates supply no evidence of permanent underemployment
in agriculture., Taking everything into consideration it follows from the
estimates that for all practical purposes men may be considered fully occupied
around the May-peak and probably also some time in September—October,-while
women & children seem to be fully cccupied during most of the period June to
September, Indeed, during the peaks there seems to be a need for employing
occasional, hired labour, in particular for wcmen & children~work; this fits
well with the fact that there dees exist a class of rural labourers which is
only occasionally employed in agriculture.

3, The fact that there is during the peaks a need for outside
labour, and that such seasonal, hired outside labour is actually used in
Egyptian agriculture points against the idea of (annnal) zero-marginal produc-—
tivity of labour, The Egyptian fellah is an economical and calculating peasant
who would hardly employ paid labourers unless Le gets in return (at least)
an equivalent in the form of increased production.

4. Concerning the years 1955 and 1960, it will be seen that the
estimated labour requirements in the latter year exceed those of the former.

For men the labour requirements in 1960 are higher by about the same amount

1) Maybe also in September-October where our monthly distribution made may
hide a concentrated peak around the cotton harvest. In agriculture the
peaks may be so concentrated that only a weekly, or even dally calculation
could disclose the full strength of the peaks.
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each month, and the main reason is the increase in total crop area from 1955
to 1960. For women & children the difference between 1955 and 1960 is concenw
trated on the peak periods, the explanation here being in the main the diffew-~
ence in the composition of the crop area (with relatively more cotton and
rice),

Finally, it should be mentioned that those who feel uneasy about
the concept and statistics of permanent farp labour used here (and in parti-
cular about the assumption of constancy from 1950 to 1960), but are willing
%o accept the labour requirement calculationsg, mzy interpret the curves in
Grapns 1l=3 as indexes only of the seasonality of total labour requirements
in plant production; each cne of them has been derived through dividing the
monthly %otal labour x2quirements by a constant factor. But in that case, no
conclusions can be drawn, of course, concerning the existence of permaneng

underemployment o
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Graph 1.
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Graph
ilumber of days of Work Per Month Per Person Required for

Plant Production.
Men, Women & Children: 1955 and 1960,
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Table 1,

Number of Days of Work Required for Plant Produciion

Per Person in Permanent Labour Force,

! Men and
Month Men Women & Children | Women & Children
1955 1960 1955 1960 1955 i 1960
January 6 7 2 3 E 5 ; 5
February 14 16 2 3 [ .9 ! Lt
Marsh 7 8 6 7 g 74 ! 8 !
April 18 20 8 8 E 14 15 5
May 27 28 9 10 | 19 1 22
June 21 23 32 368 llize 29
July i2 13 22 26 16 18
August 10 il 25 30 16 19
September 17 19 31 37 i 123 26
October T 19 16 18 17 20
November 9 9 6 A 8
December 9 10 2 3 i 7
= !
Total 168 184 161 187 5 166 ; 185
b
Average 14,0 15.3 3.4 15,6 %3.8 E 15.4

S i

(A. H.)



