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"THE MSP ILLUSION

Raising procurement prices of kharif crops will only give false hope to farmers

AJAY IR JAKHAR

HAS THE WINTER of farmers’ discontent
turned into a glorious summer by the signif-
icant hike in minimum support price (MSP)
for kharif crops announced two weeks ago?
The hike is unlikely to stem the rural unrest
thatis gnawing into the ruling alliance's vote-
bank. The PM has had to personally defend
the government’s programmes that have
gone awry.

This isnot to suggest that the intent of the
programmes rolled out under the direct con-
trol of the PMO was suspect. However, it
must have been humbling to be so wrong
aboutso much for solong. Toovercome more
antipathy from farmers, the government
eventually tookits first credible steps to shore
up prices last year by imposing tariffs on

* grainimports. However, thatannouncement
came too late. It has now announced a higher
MSP, which is far below the recommenda-
tions (C2+50 per cent) of the National
Farmers’ Commission headed by M S
Swaminathan — also one of the promises in
the BJP's manifesto for the 2014 elections.
Farmers feel betrayed as this does not fully
factor in the over 20 per cent higher input
costs onaccount of GST and last year's hike in
prices of diesel and fertilisers. The commit-
ment to procure all crops at the declared MSP
is also misleading since it is not practically
possible for the government to provide for
the C2+50 per cent margins.

The government's self-congratulatory at-
titude on higher MSP is a wrong political
strategy. It increases farmers’ expectations

Rather than opt for big ticket
reforms, the government
needs to look at marginal
improvements. These, if
consistently implemented
over time, will deliver the
required change. The system
lacks the skill to diagnose its
own incompetence. An
independent commission of
farmers must be constituted.
to review government :
programmes, which are
supposedly benefiting the
farming community. y

for actual procurement and profits.
Unrealised expectations then add fuel to the
fire of dissatisfaction.

The main grouse for the majority of farm-
ersis that prices of the crops for which there
is no support price (potatoes, tomatoes,
onions, garlic) have touched rock bottom in
the past one year, and only around 10 per
cent farmers will benefit from such procure-
ment. The government also has to come to
terms with the fact that the reasoning of the
farmers is difficult to negate on social media
or by loud propaganda. For example, last
year’s MSP of maize was Rs 1,425 perquintal
but farmers in Bihar sold it for an average

" price of Rs900.An acteyields about 30 quin- -

tals and now the price has been hiked by 19
per cent toRs 1,700 per quintal. If the market
price remains-the same (most likely), the
farmer will perceive his loss at more than Rs
20,000 per acre. They will make similar loss
calculations for other crops.

In spite of the commendable record of
procuring pulses last year, ground realities
have not changed. Programmes framed by a
class of people who are better at explaining
than understanding have left the govern-
ment with huge stockpiles. These are now
being offloaded in local markets and the en-
suing glut is extending the period of de-
pressed farmgate prices. At the same time,
the government has also suffered consider-
able loss. A perfect example is moong. Its
MSP last year was Rs 5,575 per quintal. The.
government is now offloading the procured

stocks at about Rs 4,600 per quintal, conse-

. quently suppressing farmgate prices. At this

rate, let alone receive the new MSP of Rs
6,975 per.quintal (a 25 per cent hike), farm-
ers will not even receive the older MSP. A
package of such large-scale procurement
should have acomponent where estocks, on
procurement, have to immediately be
dumped abroad at prevailing international
mark§t prices, evenif that entails a loss.

Most government programmes for
farmer'welfare have not given the desired re-
sults. Rather than opt for big ticket reforms,
the government needs to look at marginal
improvements. These, if consistently imple-
mented over time, will deliver the required
change. The system lacks the skill to diag-
nose its own incompetence. An independ-
ent commission of farmers must be consti-
tuted to review government programmes,
which are supposedly benefiting the farm-
ing community. -

Indian farmers have, for long, ensured
that the country does not face arty food short-
age. The time has finally come for the PM to
declare: “l am confident Indian farmers can
feed the nation, I annul the Essential
Commodities Act”. The most critical reform
to revolutionise Indian agriculture requires
nomoney. It requires something far harder to
acquire — learning to unlearn yesterday'’s
wisdom.

. Thewriter is Chairman Punjab State
- Farmers’ and Farm Workers’ Commission
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A vote of no conﬁdence from the farmers

il here is enough evidence to show that the government has failed farmers and. agricultural labourers in a big way

YOGENDRA YADAV
AVIK SAHA

w0y

s the Lok Sabha debates the -
T vote of no confidence today,

: Janata Party ®PYs mamfes 0 pro-

ment’s own Economic Survey 2018
has already conceded that farm:

epresentatives of farmers

from across the country will be

marching outside Parliament un-
der the banner of All India Kisan
Sangharsh Coordination Commit-
tee (AIKSCC), an umbrella body of
201 farmer organisations. Farmers
have already passed a vote of no
confidence against this govern-
ment. Far from helping the farm-

ers, this government has actually
harmed them in their hour of cri-
sis. This is a strong indictment,
backed by solid evidence.

Here, it is not conclusive to give
data - on sluggish agricultural
growth during this regime. Agri-
cultural production suffered due
to consecutive droughts for which
it is unfair to blame the govern-
ment. Nor can we use the data on
farmer suicides to make a conclu-
sive argument, as this government
has tinkered so much, both with
the definition of the term and data
collection on it, that the data has
been made unusable. Further, in
any case, the data on farmer sui-
cides has not been released for 15
months now.

Ten arguments
Here are ten concrete, evidence-
based, arguments on why the
farmers of India express their vote
of no confidence against this
government.

First, this government has failed
to act on any of its major election
promises in 2014. The Bharatiya

in terms of its share of GDP;

The new farm insurance
scheme, the Pradhan Mantri Fasal
Bima Yojana, has consumed thrice
as much money as earlier schemes
without either increasing the pro-
portion of farmers who benefited
from it, or giving a fair claim to the
farmers. The promise of “welfare
measures” — for farmers above 60,
small farmers and farm labourers’
— was forgotten. The National
Land Use Policy was never enact-
ed. The Agricultural Produce Mar-
ket Committee (APMC) Act was’
not reformed. We don’t even have
a ‘promises vs. delivery’ report
card yet.

The MSP promise
Second, the Narendra Modi go-
vernment actually reneged on its
biggest promise of ensuring “50%:
profit over the cost of production”,
to the farmers. In February 2015, it
filed an affidavit i

Court refusmg to imp

promise on the ground that it will
“distort” the agricultural marky
As.pressure from farmer organi
tions mounted, the government
shifted the goalpost in the 2018
Budget by changing the definition

pose of calculating the Minimum
Support Price (MSP):

" Third, not only did the govern-
ment not fulfil its promise of

cal

“cost+50%” as MSP, it did not even
maintain the routine annual in-

‘crease in' MSP. It began this by
- stopping the bonus over the MSPs

announced by State governments,
Over the nearly five-year period,

the percentage increase in MSP by~

this government has actually been
lower than the hike by both the
previous governments;

Even this government’s much-
publicised recent hike in MSP this
year is lower than the year-on-year
increase announced by the United
Progressive . Alliance (UPA)  in
2008-09. The Modi govemment‘s

failure to implement the MSP that
it announced forced the farmers. .
into distress sale of Kharif and Ra- -

bi- crops, amounting to at least
000 crore, in 2017-18.. |
government.
ty of perhaps the most lackadai
response to  nationwide

of cost of production for the pur- ~ ti

ed cuts in contribution to States:
from the National Disaster Relief

Fund. Despite repeated push from

the Supreme Court, the govern-
ment did not take any proactive
steps in terms of either declaration
of drought, improvement in ration
delivery, or response to drinking
‘water crisis specified in its own
Manual for Drought Management
The Supreme Court had to repri-
mand the central government

N

Chokmg the MGNREGS
Fifth, the Modi government’s lack

~of political will in implementing

“the Mahatma Gandhi National Ru-
ral ~ Employment  Guarantee
Scheme (MGNREGS) has hit the ru-
ral poor in general and farm la-
bourers in particular. After making
a determined but unsuccessfiil at-
tempt to dismantle the MGNREGS, .
the Modi government has choked
this programme of adeq'uate and
timely funds and reneged on its le-
gal obligation to provide timely
wages and compensation for de-
layed payments.

Sixth, from imposing Minimim
Export Price on potatoes in 2014
to importing sugar from Pakistan,
this government has followed anti-
farmer trade policies. Farm ex-
ports were systematically discour-
aged, leading to a decline in agri-
cultural exports from $43 billion
on 201314 to $33 billion in 2016-
At the same time, import of lentil;
chana, wheat, sugar and milk
powder was alIowed thatled toa
_crash in crop prices.

Seventh, the Modi govem—
ment’s ill-advised and shoddily im-
plemented policy of demonetisa-
tion’ dealt a severe blow to

 agricultural markets, especially to

fruit and vegetable markets, just
when the farmers were recovering
from the consectitive droughts. A
sudden shrinking of cash led to de-
mand contraction and fall in pric-
es, whose effects are being felt

Eighth, the government’s crude
attempt to regulate livestock mar-
ket by imposing ban on livestock
movement and its protection to
those guilty of lynching the sus-
pected “cow smugglers” has dis-
rupted livestock economic cycle,
leading to loss of income on the
one hand and aggravation of the
widespread' problem of animals

: destroying crops on the other.

Ninth, for the adivasi farmer,
this is surely the most insensitive
government. In a series of moves,
this government has diluted the
Forest Rights Act and various oth-
er. environmental and forest con-
servation laws substantially in or-
der to help the transfer of
common land and water resources
from the adivasis to industry.

And finally, the Modi govern-
ment made not one but four at-
tempts to bring an ordinance so s
to nullify the historic Land Acqui-
sition Act of 2013 and take away
the few concessions that farmers
had won after 120 years. Further,
the government has effectively by-
passed this law in the land acquisi-
tions done by central agencies like
the National Highways Authority
of India (NHAI) and has also ‘al*
lowed State governments to nullify
the provisions benefitting the
land-owning farmers.

- Notwithstanding its recent at-
tempts at damage control, this go-
vernment has justly acquired the

Teputation of being the most anti-

farmer government in the history

- of independent India. Whatever

the fate of the no-confidence mo-

‘tion in the Lok Sabha, the Modi go-

vernment would find it hard to
win a vote of confidence brought
by the farmers.

Yogendra Yadav is national president,
Swaraj India. Avik Saha is the national
convener of Jai Kisan Andolan
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