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Snow Cnppes litein Kmnaur schools shutfor2 days

Buanu P LoHuMI
TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE &¢ ()«
SHIMLA, NOVEMBER 27 ;
Life was paralysed in tribal
areas . following first heavy
snowfall of the season and
schools were closed for two
days in Kalpa and Pooh while
HindustanTibet NH-5 was
closed beyond Powari.

The traffic was disrupted in
upper Shimla region also fol-
lowing fresh snowfall at

- Khadrala, Narkanda, Kharap-
athar, Sarahan, Sangla and
Chitkul. Higher reaches in
Kullu and Lahaul-Spiti also
received fresh snowfall.
Rohtang Pass, which is
already closed for traffic,
recorded 40 cm of fresh snow

~ andwas closed beyond Solang
Nullah. Kalpa received 41 cm
of snow while Khadrala, Pooh

DRAPED IN WHITE: Reckong Peo covered under a thick blanket of snow on Wednesday. TRIBUNE PHOTO

and Chitkul recorded 30 cm,
12 cm and 10 em of snow.
The MeT office has issued

yellow warning of heavy rain

or snbw in mid and higher
hills today and predicted rain,
snow and thunderstorm

across the state tomorrow.

Mercury plummeted and

"high altitude tribal areas

groaned under piercing cold
wave with minimum temper-

atures staying eight to 12
degree below freezing point.

Mercury dipped to minus
6.0 degree at Keylong.
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‘Global warming alters rainfall pattern’

Scientists say that a shift in a key weather system is stlmulatlng cyclones in the Bay of Bengal

JACOB KOSHY cy"
NEW;DELHI

Global warming has altereda
key weather system and that
may be whetting cyclones in
the Bay of Bengal, decreas-

ing winter rain in north India -

and altering global rainfall
patterns, a study by a team
of Indian and U.S. research-
ers has found.

The Madden-Julian Oscil-
lation (MJO), as it’s called, is
amoving band of rain clouds
that travels around the globe
spanning 12,000-20,000 km
across the tropical oceans. In
its journey, it interacts with
surface waters of the Indo-
Pacific ocean, the largest
pool of warm water in the
globe, and due to this — the
authors say — the lifecycle of
the MJO gets affected.

The MJO clouds on aver-
age are spending only 15

days, instead of 19, over the

Indian Ocean.
Over the west Pacific, it in-
creased by five days (from an

Feavh,,

L EREIEE O O

After the gale: In this photo dated November 19, 2019, men
are clearing debris from their damaged house after cyclone
Bulbul hit the area in Namkhana, West Bengal. =reuters

average 16 days to 23 days)
“It is this 2 in the resi-
dence time of MJO clouds
that has altered the weather
patterns across the globe,”
according to the research
paper that appears in the lat-
est edition of the journal
Nature. X

When the MJO appears in
the Indian Ocean during the

monsoon months of June-
September, it can increase

~ rains over India. This year,

India was poised to receive
below normal monsoon rain-

The study, led by Roxy
Mathew Koll, a researcher at

the Indian Institute of Tropi-
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cal  Meteorology, Pune
doesn’t delve into the impact
of the MJO during the mon-

soon months. However, Mr.

Koll told The Hindu, the

change in the MJO could drift

warmer surface water to-
wards the Bay of Bengal and
increase cyclones. “The
MJOs haven’t been as exten-
sively studied as say the El
Nino. This study shows that
we need better observation

of the Indian Ocean and im-

prove forecasts that can
warn us about a cyclone.” -

Ocean temperatures

To compute the reduction in
. the number of MJO days over

the Indian Ocean, the re-

searchers — they included

scientists from the U.S. Na-

tional Oceanic and Atmos-

fall in April but ended up pheric Administration
with excessive rain partly (NOAA), the University of
-due to the MJO. Washington and the Univer-

sity of Tokyo — compared
ocean temperatures from
1981-2018 to comptute the

ooooood

changes. Global warming
has been expanding the size
of the warm pool on average
by 2,300 sq. km. annually
from 1900-2018 and at an ac-
celerated average rate of
4,000 sq. km. per year dur-
ing 1981-2018.

The changes in M]O beha"
viour have increased the
rainfall over northern Aus-
tralia, west Pacific, Amazon
basin, southwest Africa and
southeast Asia (Indonesia,
Philippines and Papua New
Guinea).

At the same time these
changes have brought a de-
cline in rainfall over central
Pacific, along the west and
east coast of U.S. (e.g., Cali-
fornia), north India, east
Africa and the Yangtze basin
in China. The frequent Cali-
fornia fires, droughts in Afri-
caand East Asian floods and
cyclones in the Bay of Bengal.
may be linked to - these
changes in global weather,
the study noted.

A joint effort to conserve water in Rajasthan

Villagers and represehtatives of panchayat bodies to help in groundwater recharge

nance Department, while a
meeting of the Water Cess

| MOHAMMED IQBAL ')ﬁ chay Yojana  (RGJSY), erratic rainfall in the State.
| JAIPUR Q\' launched in all the 33 dis- The completion of works
E Villagers and elected repre- tricts of the State on August through convergence with
sentatives of Panchayati Raj 20 this year, hasidentifiedas the departments c.onc.e_rned
bodies in Rajasthan will as- many as 1.80 lakh works to  will ensure the avaﬂab!hty of
sist the State government in  be executed in its first phase sufficient water for drinking
its efforts for water conserva-  for creating a robust water  and irrigation. :
tion and rainwater harvest- harvesting infrastructure in The RGJSY ha_s incgrporqt—
iing, which are expected to  over 3,900 villages. ed the works identified in
increase the groundwater le- : the Mukhya Mantri Jal Swa-
vel in the geographically dif- Erratic rainfall ‘ valamban Abhiyan u_mderta-
ficult areas. Chief Secretary D.B. Gupta ken durmg the previous BJP
The projects have been said here on Wednesday that  regime in the State.
formulated to meet the local  the RGJSY’s long-term pro- Proposals for making bud-
needs with regular  jects would permanently re-  getary provisions under the
monitoring. solve the issue of paucity of ~ State Plan for 2019-20 hav_g
The Rajiv Gandhi Jal San-  water caused by scanty and = been submitted to the Fi-

Committee for making the
water cess provision was
convened on October 31.

Mr. Gupta said at a meet-
ing of the State-level commit-
tee on RGJSY that the contri-
bution of villagers and
elected representatives
would help in identification
of places where no water
harvesting structures were
constructed in the past.

He laid emphasis on stop-
ping the practice of flood ir-
rigation.
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Two-thirds of Indian households
drink unsafe water, savs Survey

TINA EDWIN

NewDelhi, November 27

The high incidence of water-
borne diseases such as cholera
and diarrhoea are an outcome of
the poor quality of drinking wa-
ter in India, yet nearly two-thirds
of the households across the
country do not treat their water
before consuming it, either out
of ignorance or for want of re-
sources.

Averse to boiling

Boiling water before drinking,
perhaps the safest and most ef
fective way to kill germs and
widely recommended by public
healthcare institutions and doc-
tors, is not popular in rural India.
Rather, some choose to just
strain the water through a piece
of cloth before drinking it, a pro-
cess that only removes large
particles of contaminants.

The numbers are particularly
shocking for States such as Bihar,
Uttar Pradesh and West Beagal,
both for rural ard urban areas

State-wise data

vIn Bihar, over 95 per cent of the

households drink untreated wa-
ter from handpumps and tube-
wells, with just 0.1per cent of the
ggural households and
0.6 per cent of the
urban households re-
porting  that they
boiled the water. Less
than 3 per cent of the
households got piped
water.

in Uttar Pradesh,
where 81 percentof the
households drank water drawn
from _handpumps and tube-
wells, about 94 per cent of the
households reported that they
used it without any form of puri-
fication, Just 03 per cent of the
households in rural areasand 0.7
per cent in urban areas boiled
their water.

In West Bengal, where 58 per
centof the households drank wa-
ter from handpumps and tube-
wells, about 85 per cent drank
untreated water, with 0.9 per
cent of the rural households and
two per cent of the urban house-
holds boiling water prior (¢ con-
sumption,

These findings wers reported
by the National Statistical Office
in a report tided Drinking Water,
Sanitation, Hygicne and Housing
Condition in India. The survey
was carried out between July and
December 2018.

Boiling water was most popu-
lar across Kerala with 86 per cent
of the households using boiled
water, Over 71 per cent drank wa-
ter drawn from wells. Drinking
boiled water was also prevalent
in the north-eastern States such
as Nagaland, Meghalaya and
Sikkim.

Water purifiers

Just about 2.4 per cent of the
rucal households have electric
water purifiers, with most of
them in Punjab, Delhi and
Chandigarh. In Chhartisgarh and
Madhya Pradesh, less
than 0. per centof the
rural iouseholds have
electric water purifi-
ers.

Overall, 8.7 per cent
of the households in
India and 20.8 per cent
of the urbaun house-
holds have installed
electric water purifiers. Yet, for
urban Indig, efectric purifiersare
the most popudar form of trear-
ing water. Incidentally, justabout
36.5 per cent of all households in
the Natior:al Capital have electric
water puritiers.

Strangely, the non-electric wa-
ter purificrs that are are cheaper
to maintain, were also not popu-
lar. Only3.5 per cent of the house-
holds across the country repor-
ted use of the appfiance, and they
were most popular in the North-
Eastern States such as Tripura
and Mizoram, where more than
60 per cent of the households re-
ported using them.
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RIGHT MESSAGE

WITH WATER mission being a flagship programme of the
Na;‘endra Modi government’s second term, Jal Shakti Minister
Gajendra Slngh Shekhawatis ensuring thathe s not leavingany
opportunity to send the right message across, When he learnt
that a group of schoolchildren from Amritsar’s Beyond English
Language School was visiting the national capital, hedecided to
meet them, as they have worked on awater conservation proj-
ect. Shekhawat hosted the 40 students and those accompanying
ther_n at his residence in the morning and took them to visit
Parliament House. Shekhawat took photographs with them in
front of the Gandhi statue and spent time with them in
Parliament building as well.

Trmes O/C//mo!bbﬂ 8. //~:20/?
Ball in Centre’s court
on notifying norms

ooogoooag

water can be fixed, Paswan said
BIS standard should be made
mandatory While replying to
who was responsible for making
the norm mandatory;, BIS offici-
alssaid theministryhad thisaut-
hority, which could beeither con-
sumer affairs orjal shakti.

BIS officials said they had
sent a draft proposal to the con-
sumer affairs ministry. Subse-
quently, Paswan’s ministry has

Times NEws NETWORK “;\’ sentitto Jal Shaktiministry. Of-
s ficials from Jal Shaktisaid they
New Delhi: Union minister = would soon go through the pro-
Ram Vilas Paswan on Wednes-  posaland decide.
day charged CM Arvind Kejri- Paswan had earlier said, on-
wal with delay in givingnames  ce BISnormsbecome mandato-
for joint lifting of water sam- ry, people could take the water
Dples as he feared they would fa-  supplying agencies to court if
il. However, in a fresh twist, af-  they found the quality to be po-
ter maintaining for weeks that or. “If states do not follow the
Delhi should make BIS stan- standards, we cannot ban supp-
dards for tap water mandatory, lyof water,” hesaid.
the consumer affairs ministry
- said the Centrehasthe powerto WATER WAR |
notify these norms and the sta-
te would have to follow them. The minister said the Kejri-
Responding to questions on  ‘wal government was adamant
how the problem of poorquality and was maintaining that the

tap water was betterthan the Eu-
ropean cities. “It’s laughable-
..Let all those supporting this
claim offer water to their guests
at meetings or parties...AAP al-
leged whetherall thishappening
due to RO industry, now I charge
him of working for the RO com-
panies. Why people are forced to
buy ROs? This is because the go-
vernment fails to supply clean
and safe water;” Paswan said.
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Govt mulls making BIS
andard mandatory for
piped drinking water

PNS & NEW DELHI

aking note of samples drawn from 20

State capitals were not as per the spec-
ification 'Indian Standard (IS)-
10500:2012" for drinking water, the
Ministry of Consumer Affairs is working
on a plan to make the BIS standards on
piped drinking water mandatory to
ensure safe and quality water to people.

The proposal comes amid tests con-
ducted by the Bureau of Indian Standards
(BIS) on drinking water, which found
water quality in Mumbai as per standard
but poor in many state capitals, includ-
ing Delhi. The Ministry of Consumer
Affairs has written to Jal Shakti Ministry
to this effect. According to Food and
Consumer Affairs Minister Ram Vilas
Paswan, the Centre has the power to
make BIS standard (on piped drinking
water) mandatory.

None of the samples drawn from
Chandigarh, Thiruvananthapuram,
Patna, Bhopal, Guwahati, Bengaluru,
Gandhinagar, Lucknow, Jammu, Jaipur,
Dehradun, Chennai, Kolkata complied
with the requirements. "The Consumer
Affairs ministry has written a letter to the
Jal Shakti ministry to make it mandato-
ry," Paswan said.

The minister said his mission is to
ensure safe and quality water to people
of not only the national capital but
across India. He, however, spoke about

the implementation challenge in case BIS
standards on piped water are made
mandatory. "If states do not follow stan-
dards, we cannot ban supply of water."

Paswan also accused that Delhi gov-
ernment is not serious about quality of
drinking water.and rather playing poli-
tics. Rejecting Aam Aadmi Party's (AAP)
charge that he was favouring RO (water
purifier) companies, Paswan alleged that
the Delhi chief minister wants to favour
such companies by continuing to supply
poor quality water.

Paswan reiterated his demand that
a joint committee, comprising officials of
the Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS) and
the Delhi Jal Board (D]B), be constitut-
ed to retest the tap water supplied in the
national capital.

The BIS is the national standard
body established under the BIS Act
2016 for harmonious development of the
activities of standardisation, marking and
quality certification of goods.

BIS Director General Pramod
Kumar Tiwari said that under the BIS
Act, there is provision that standards for-
mulated for any products can be made
mandatory.

The BIS has sent a draft quality con-
trol order to the consumer affairs min-
istry, proposing that standard on drink-
ing water as a product and standard on
entire supply chain or control points
should be made mandatory.

oooooaaa
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= High phosphate concentration, largely from household waste water, was the major contributor to the
layers of froth seen at some ghats of river Yamuna during the Chhath festival earlier this month, the
Yamuna pollution control committee was told.

Detergent in household waste
leads to frothing in Yamuna

Vatsala Shrangi 5(\'\/

= vatsala.shrangi@htlive.com

NEW DELHI: High phosphate con-
centration, largely from house-
hold waste water, was the major
contributor tothelayers offroth
seen at some ghats of river
Yamunaduringthe Chhath festi-
val earlier this month, the
Yamuna pollution control com-
mittee was told.

Afterimagesof devotees offer-
ingprayersin waist-deepfrothin
the river at Kalindi Kunj were
carried by media outlets, the
NGT-appointed committee had
asked the Delhi Pollution Control
Committeeaswellasthe Central
Pollution Control Board (CPCB)
to submit a report on the condi-
tion of water.

“In the samples lifted by the
CPCBfromKalindi Kunjand ITO
Bridge, it was found that the
phosphate concentration was
0.51 mg/litre, which is several
times higher than the normal
rangeof0.005t00.05mg/litres,” as
per a report submitted to the
panel.

The panel member said it will
examinethecausesindetailand
issue specific directions to con-
trol this pollutant. As per the
Yamuna panel, at least 90% of
domestic waste water in the city
flows intothe Yamuna, which has

The presence of

phosphate
compounds in the river is
largely from household
waste water. This (the
froth) is not seen for most
part of the year, however,
when there is turbulence in
water downstream, there is
a churning effect and these
pollutants are thrown up
resulting in froth.
DPCC AND CPCB REPORT

a high content of detergent and
laundry chemicals.

“The presence of phosphate
compoundsintheriverislargely
from household waste water.
This (the froth) is not seen for
most part of the year, however,
when there is turbulence in the
water downstream, there is a
churning effect and these pollu-

_ tants are thrown up resulting in

froth,” acommittee member, who
did not wish tobe named; said.
When theriverisatitsnormal
flow, the phosphoric compounds
settle ontheriver bed, however,

RAJKRAJ/HT PHOTO

when more water is released to
reducethepollutionloadinit, the
turbulence causesachurning of
water, which throws up these pol-
lutants thus forming layers of
froth, the report said.

The NGT committee com-
prises former Delhi chief secre-
tary Shailaja Chandra and
retired expert member BS Saj-
wan.

The panel was constituted to
look into issues plaguing the
Yamunaand toprepareanaction
plantorejuvenatetheriver.

According to experts, during
festivalslike Chhath, extra water
is released from the Wazirabad
barrage, which goesdownto the
Okhla barrage and from there
into the river. Since the water
fallsinto theriver froma height,
it causes churning and the froth
develops.

Manoj Misra, Yamuna Jiye
Abhiyan, said, “Wegetto seethis
phenomenon every year after
monsoon when there is a dip in
temperature and the white bub-
bles from detergents and phos-
phate compounds float on the
surface of the Yamuna. During
festivals, extra waterisreleased
intotheriver tomakeitrelatively
cleanerfor devotees who cometo
offer prayers. However, the water
falling from a height resultsina
foam covering on theriver.”

Oooooooo
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SUMAN KAPUR
is senior professor, BITS Pilani, Hyderabad

iomes, which are distinet communities

of flora and fauna that get formed in

response (o a shared climate, and

tissue-specific microbiomes, which are

amix ol organisms that coexist in tis-

sues, have an intimate link with each
other, jointly impacting human health. While
Delhiis struggling with the issue of extremely poor
air quality, the problem of poor water quality in
rivers plagues the whole country.

Water constitutes 70% of our total body compo-
sition. Apart from its use as an essential component
for survival, water is required for agricultural and
industrial activities, and power generation, thus
playing a central role in global food supply, eco-
nomic prosperity and the survival of all living orga-
nisms. Its importance can be gauged by the fact
that all major civilizations in ancient times devel-
oped along the banks of major rivers.

Ourrivers and water bodies are life-supporting
asscls. Bul river pollution has become a major cause
of concern across the world in the past few decades.
Its common causes include industrial discharge,
open defecation, untreated waste from chemical
and pharmaceutical industries, waste generated by
hospitals, clinics and animal husbandry units.
Recent reports on the presence of high amounts of
myriad pharmaceutical residues in water bodies in
Hyderabad only highlight the sordid state of affairs
with the country’s handling of urban and industrial
waste, and the consequent pollution of water bod-
ies. Indeed, several rivers in the world, including
those in India, have been reported to have high
concentrations of antibiotics such as ciprofloxacin,
norfloxacin, oxytetracycline and ofloxacin.

What is the threat posed by a high c8ncentration
of chemicals, particularly drugs, in surface and
ground water?

The English physician John Snow was the first
to correctly suggest that the cause of London’s
“Broad Street cholera outbreak” in 1854 was the
leakage of sewage full of faecal bacteria into a pub-
lic well. But it is not just the consumption of con-
taminated water that is a health hazard. In 2000.
Cifuentes et al identified irrigation as a link
between water pollution and health, while Carrin
2001 highlighted bathing, food and person-to-per-
son contact as modes of disease transmission from
polluted water. In 2010, Ebenstein reported that a
one-grade deterioration in Chinese river water
quality was associated with a 9.7% increase in
digestive cancer incidence. In 2011, Brainerd and
Menon reported that pregnant women being
exposed to a10% increase in agrichemical levels in
Indian rivers during their first month of concep-
tion was associated with an 11% increase in the like-

lihood of one-year mortality among newborns.
Infants are also highly susceptible to water-
borne pathogens (Fewtrell and Bartram, 2001) and

Mint, Delhi

Antibiotics are contaminating
rivers and posing health risks

Even low concentrations of pharmaceutical effluents pollute our freshwaters and endanger both marine and human life

infant mortality serves as a good yardstick, espe-
cially in India, where infant mortality rates remain
higher than the global average. The additional
advantage of using this indicator is that it limits
concerns of prior exposure to pollution. By corre-
lating upstrcam and downstream watcr quality
across time and space, we find that the average
effect of a 1% increasc in faccal coliforms is an addi-
tional 3-5 deaths per 100,000 births in a given
month. In comparison, the corresponding down-
stream infant mortality impact is about 1-2 deaths
per 100,000 births.

Unfortunately, it has been observed that Indian
industries often discharge untreated or partially
treated water into nearby water bodies or rivers,
leading to severe water pollution and water toxic-
ity. Continuous discharge of untreated fluids into
rivers gradually pollutes its water and makes it use-
less for drinking, agriculture and further industrial
use. In 1985, the Indian government launched the
Ganga Action Plan (GAP) to clean up the Ganga
river, India's longest. In the ensuing three decades,
GAP was extended first to otherrivers in the Ganga
basin, and later to rivers all over India. Currently,
190 towns in 20 states along 41 rivers are regulated
under what is now known as the National River
Conservation Plan (NRCP), India's flagship water
pollution clean-up policy. Brandon and Homman
(1995) estimate the impact of domestic water pollu-
tion on abroader swathe of ilinesses. They find that
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providing clean water supply and sanitation to the
wholc of India would save $3-8 billion by way of
forgone earnings. In particular, they suggest that
59% of annual environmental costs in India are
incurred by surface water pollution.

As pharmaccuticals are designed to interact
with living organisms at low doses, even low con-
centrations affect freshwater ccosystems. A recent
OECD report cited in The Times Of India estimates
that 10% of pharmaccuticals have the potential to
cause environmental harm—hormones, painkill-
ersand antidepressants are the biggest concerns.
There is growing evidence of negative impact,
with laboratory and field tests showing traces of
oral contraceptives causing feminization in fish
and amphibians, and residues of psychiatric drugs
altering fish behaviour. Unless adequate measures
are taken to manage risks, the situation is set to
worsen, as the use of pharmaceuticals rises with
ageing populations, advances in healthcare, rising
meat and tish production, and the increased nse of
antibiotics for livestock.

India wants to clean itsrivers by 2030, but it may
remain a distant dream if the authorities continue
with business as usual. The target seems difficult,
asthe government’s own data reveals that the
number of polluted stretches of rivers across the
country has increased in the past few years, and the
ambitious plan to clean the Ganga is yet to yield
tangible results.




Punjab groundwater crisis. what it will take tom
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ANJU AGNIHOTRICHABA (i% ,q%
ASTHE discussion around Punjab’s massive
groundwater crisis becomes more rget,
there is an increasingly stronger accent on
diversification of crops, and a move away
from water-guzzling paddy.

- Ata meeting over the weekend, Punjab
Agricultural University (PAU), Ludhiana, de-
cided to strengthen maize — the most im-
portant alternative torice — by working to-

- wards narrowing the gap in economic

returns between the two crops. The idea is
to nudge farmers towards increasing the
areaunder maize.

Qver 70% of blocks in Punjab are in the
darkzone on underground water stocks, ac-
cording to central government estimates.
At current rates of depletion, Punjab's en-
tire subsurface water resource could be ex-
hausted in a little over two decades.

To conserve the resource, the Punjab
government brought a law in 2009 to
mandatorily delay transplantation of paddy
beyond June 10, when the most severe
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phase of evapotranspiration is over. This law

has been blamed for creating the bad air cri-
sis of North India — especially Delhi — by
delaying harvesting to end-October and
early November, when atmospheric and
wind conditions cause particulate matter
and gases from burning paddy stubble to
hang close to the surface.

So how area is under maize cultivation?

Of the 42-odd lakh hectares under cul-
tivation in Punjab, maize was grown on 160
lakh hectares this year — just 3.8%. Since
2000, the area under maize has varied be-
tween 1.09 lakh and 1.63 lakh hectares
every year.

The area under maize in Punjab is only
1.6% of the total area under the crop in India
(98 lakh hectares). Nearly 46% of India’s
maize area is in the pensinsular states of
Karnataka, Telangana, and Andhra Pradesh.
Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra too, have
large areas under maize.

In Punjab, maize can be grown in three
seasons — spring (March-June), rabi
(December-April)and kharif (June-October).
Kharifis the state’s main maize season. There

B

CM Amarinder Singh looks at maize
exhibits at PAU, Ludhiana. Gurmeet Singh

is need to increase the area under kharif
maize, whichis also the paddy season. Spring
maize is grown on around 25,000 hectares,
but the crop is not promoted due toits long
duration, and because it consumes water
during the hot summer days.

And what is the minimum that must be
brought under maize if Punjab wants
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to effectively diversify from paddy?

Experts say the area under non-basmati
paddy must be cut by at least 12 lakh
hectares, and maize, basmati, and cotton
must be grown on this land — besides in-
creasing the area under agro-forestry and
vegetables, Non-basmati paddy is currently
grown on23-26 lakh hectares.

At least 5.50 lakh hectares should pass
under maize, the experts say —anaddition
of about 4 lakh hectares. Under its New
Diversification Policy launched in the 2013
Kharif season, the SAD-BJP government had,
in fact, aimed to bring around 5.50 lakh
hectares under maize by 2017-18. However,
data from the agriculture department show
that the area under the crop has remained
largely stagnant. Fluctuating prices of maize
have been a disincentive for farmers.

Will the strengthening of PAU’s maize
programme help in diversification?
Sixteen PAU-recommended high-yield
varieties are already sown in Punjab. Long-
duration varieties take 95-100 days, and
short-duration ones 80-85 days. Farmers
also grow several hybrid varieties devel-

oped by various companies.

“All these varieties give high yields of
around 25 quintals per acre in the kharif
season. More high-yield varieties can be de-
veloped, but that won't guarantee an in-
crease in area under maize unless govern-
ment policy supports the marketing of the
crop,” a senior PAU scientist said.

Unlike paddy and wheat, which are pro-
cured by the government, maize is sold in
the open market and is subject to the ac-
tions of private players. Maize is one of 24
crops for which the government fixes a
minimum support price, but procurement
is not its responsibility; this is because
maize is primarily a“feed” crop — of the 28
million tonnes produced in India, only 13%
is consumed as food.

What can the government do in this
situation?

Agricultural scientists strongly feel that
along with developing more high-yieldand
good varieties of maize for which thereisa
demand in the market, the government
must stop free power for paddy in order to
disincentivise its cultivation and check the

ove from paddy to maize

overexploitation of underground aquifers.
A very large number of tubewells (more
than 14 lakh in 2015-16) running on free
power pump outvirtually endless amounts
of water across the state.

According to the scientists, the govern-
ment could also earmark a portion of the
MSPbudget for maize, so that a fund is cre-
ated from which farmers can be compen-
sated in case the price of maize falls below
what has been fixed by the centre govern-
ment.“Making sucha policy isnotabigdeal
for the government," a senior scientist said.
“The budget will remain the same, it will
only be apportioned better.”

Agricultural economist Sardara Singh
Johl, however, argued for creating condi-
tions for farmers to move voluntarily away
from paddy rather than the government
making policy. “The government does not
need to make any policy for diversification
ifit gets amarket for low water-consuming
crops, and a good price for such crops.
Farmers will themselves go for such crops
without the government's efforts,” Dr johl
said. Efforts to fix area for diversification
have failed in the past, he said.
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