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Sustainable answers to burning questions such as low prices, rising input costs, poor irrigation and calamity
relief need to be found since quick-fix solutions like loan waivers are unlikely to prove political gamechangers
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Sowing Seeds for Better Farm Growth
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uralisontopof India's
agenda. Farmers are
vigorously demand-
ing strong govern-
ment support to bat-
tle severe economic
1iardship at a time
when politicians across parties
are wooing them for votes.

Low prices of grains and vegeta-
bles, rising input costs, poor irri-
gation, along with drought and
floods, have impoverished many
farmers, although some have
gained from improved vields and
higher official procurement price.

With rural distress being blamed
asa key contributor to the ruling
BJP’sloss in recent assembly polls,
and general election around the

corner, political partiesaresure to
put farmer issues high on their
priority list. Experts, however, say
what they need is more than quick-
fix solutions like loan waiver.

“On an average, income of sala-
ried class and others is growing
2-10% annually. On the other hand,
earnings of farmers are going
down. Government should encour-
age farmers tocultivate cash crops
and provide them a competitive
market,"” said YK Alagh, a rural
economy expert and chancellor of
Gujarat Central University,

“Processing units and markets
should be created near farmstoen-
able farmers to sell their produce
at competitive prices. Farmersare
at a huge disadvantage if they
have to transport produce longer
distances,” he said.

The government should manage
farm tariff policies properly, as

food security forall,” he had said.

Theroleof farmer producer organ-
isations is also important because
small and marginal farmers consti-
tute 88% of the farming commumnity
PK Joshi, director for South Asiaat
International Food Policy Research
Institute, saidone of the main causes
of farmdistress was small landhold-
ings in India — 88% of the farming
community in India is small or mar-
ginal. There is a nead to consolidate
landholdings for farming and mar-
keting together, and the role of farm-
er-producer Organ isations is impor-
tant here to gain economiesof scale,
he said.

Sustainable growth, however,
will happen only by providing em-
plovment opportunities to small
and marginal farmers outside ag-
riculture, Joshi said. “In the long
run, a large number of farmers

need to move out from agriculture
for better employment opportuni-
ties ... This will help in expanding
per-capita land holding to generate
a decent income, This was exactly
the way agriculture in developed
countriesevolved.”

Farmer leader Amra Ram wants
the government to focus on pro-
curement of foodgrain at the mini-
mum support price (MSP). “The
government has revised MSP but
procurement is not happening.
Farmersare down in debts and not
abletorecover input cost. Theyare
under so much stress that farmers
in several parts of the country are
committing suicide... The govern-
ment should have a clear-cut poli-
oy on procurement,” he said.

He also wants the government to
complete the 99 irrigation schemes
it had announced,

general election in 2019, it might
well be, “It's thepolitics, stupid.”

It is expected that a farmers’ in-
come scheme may be announced
in the next few weeks. Drawing up
adirect investment support (DIS)
scheme, estimated to cost 72.8
lakh crore (if the entire gross
cropped area is covered) should
have ideally been done in close
consultation with states, Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) and domain
experts, but after losing elections
in Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh
and Rajasthan, where is the time
for such conversation?

City-dwellers may think farm-
ersare beingpampered by all par-
ties. Some are promising to waive
crop loans while others are con-
sidering interest-free credit, nom-
inal premiums for crop insurance
and a crop-neutral, no strings at-
tached DIS modelled on
Telangana's Rythu Bandhu. Few
urban consumers will acknowl-

[t would be simplistic to assume
that DIS alone won Telangana for
the Telangana Rashtra Samithi.
The state worked on DIS for over
six months and a massive land re-
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cord updation programme was
undertaken in mission mode.
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ship documents at meetings in
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increase realisation and
reduce price volatility
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Naidu recently said the sector
needed structural changes.
“Agriculture has to be made profit-

% people employed in agriculture
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1. Low productivity

so few buyers for several crops and
prices aredown from 2018 and 2017.
Experts attribute this to higher

tion through revenue courts.
Moreover, it is forgotten that
Telangana had also waived farm
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cost 24,984 crore per annum.
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