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The Myth of Farmers’ Prosperity*



According to press reports, Karnail Singh of Village Gill Khurd in Bhatinda District of Punjab, committed suicide by consuming an insecticide (celphos tablets). Earlier, another farmer, Kuljit Singh of village Sakrodi, District Sangrur, also died in the same manner along with his wife and son. Reason? They were heavily under debt taken for crop production, but due to repeated failure of crops during the last three years, were unable to pay back. The banks and money-lenders had served notice on them for recovery of loans. Threatened thus, the farmers preferred to end their lives rather than face the disgrace and the ignominy of insolvency.

According to Karnail Singh’s wife, Surjit Kaur, he had been in extreme mental agony for the past two months, for his creditors wanted recovery of loans with exorbitant interest. He owed a total of Rs 6 lakhs to a bank, commission agents and other financiers. The loans had been incurred for purchase of a tractor trolly and installation of tubewells. Agriculture department had given an ultimatum to Karnail Singh that he would be apprehended in case he failed to pay the instalment. He had even tried to sell his meagre holding of 11 acres of land in order to pay off the debts, but had failed to find a buyer, since other farmers in the area were in no better position.

In the April - June 1998 issue of the Abstracts of Sikh Studies (pp 109-112), we published a report Alarming Rise in Suicide Cases among farmers of Sangrur, reproducing a letter from Sardar Inderjit Singh Jaijee, former MLA, addressed to the Chief Minister, Punjab. The letter stated, inter alia, “In 1990, I directed the attention of the Punjab Government to nine cases of suicide within a 24-month period from a village in Lehra Block. The Government failed to take any sort of corrective measure. The situation has deteriorated since then. In my constituency within four years, 13 people committed suicide in one village, and 23 in another. In the latter village, if we go back a decade, it will be found that more than 40 people have taken their lives. The situation in other villages will be just as bad.”

The above is an extremely sad commentary on the state of affairs. It is a shame that the brave farmers of Punjab, who brought about the Green Revolution and the consequent self-sufficiency in food for the country, should be pushed into a desperate situation, where there is no alternative to ending one’s life. Proud farmers of Punjab can face all kinds of misfortunes and fight heavy odds fearlessly. The one thing they cannot face is disgrace. And that explains the suicides.

These deaths have exposed the hollowness of the claims of “farmers’ prosperity” or the “state patronage of farmers.” There has been so much talk of “subsidies for the agriculture sector” and the need to “reduce and ultimately to stop these subsidies.” The current year’s Union budget proposal reduced the subsidy on urea, raising its price by Rs 1,000/- a ton. This was “generously” reduced to one half, so that the price is still higher by Rs 500/- a ton. It is also painfully amusing to note that, while talking of this increase, our legislators and Government spokesmen use ‘kilogram’ as a unit to express the increase, and say that it is only Re 1/- per kg or 50 paise per kg, so that the increase looks insignificant. They must know that no farmer uses urea in kilos. It is invariably purchased in quintals, and frequently in tons by individual farmers. But, unfortunately, the imagination of our planners does not appear to go beyond kitchen gardening with kg as the unit.

While the impression given is that farmers in India are a pampered lot, and enjoy all kinds of subsidies, the truth is completely otherwise. Dr N S Randhawa, a former Chief of the Planning Division in the FAO, Rome, conducted a study a couple of years ago, and came to the conclusion that the so-called subsidies “enjoyed” by farmers in India, worked out to Minus 32 per cent. This means that, far from receiving any subsidies, the farmers have been paying a hidden tax at the rate of 32% of their gross income (not net income which would be nil), with no exemptions whatsoever!

Reason? It is the extremely low and unremunerative prices fixed by the Government for agricultural crops, which are invariably far below the international prices. The so-called economic liberalisation has failed to bring any relief to farmers in terms of market prices of farm produce, for lack of infra-structure, besides unhelpful policies of the Government. The Government has the monopolistic control of prices, since the farmer has no access to other purchasers. So the farmer is paid a price which the Government thinks is “fair (?) to the farmer, and which the poor consumer can afford.” To show that the prices are indeed fair, the Government has its Agricultural Costs and Prices Commission, which, based on a list of limited items, comes out with a figure every year. The Government in its benevolence, usually fixes the price a little higher. It is common knowledge that the Commission does not take into account the cost of land. The land price is around Rs 3 lakhs per acre in most areas of the Punjab. Even at
the low interest rate of 10%, the annual cost of land would be Rs 30,000/- per
acre. Debiting half of it to the single crop of wheat, this cost alone would be
Rs 1,000/- per quintal (assuming a high yield of 15 quintal, per acre), leaving aside the cost of seed, fertilizers, pesticides, irrigation, labour, etc., etc. How does one justify the price of Rs 400/- or even Rs 500/- per quintal for wheat at which the farmer is forced to part with his produce?

A couple of years ago, a California farmer displayed a placard on his car: “Crime does not pay; neither does farming.” If this is true of California, where farms are so much larger, it should be much more so on tiny holdings of Punjab farmers. Unfortunately, the pricing policies followed in India make sure that farming never pays, although crime might.

In a competitive market economy with an abundance of opportunities, one would quit a losing occupation in favour of something else. One wonders why farmers continue farming at all, when it is not paying. The reason is the lack of opportunities. Recruitment to Defence services, earlier available to sons of Punjab farmers, has also been cleverly denied to them. Thus, should one quit farming, the only alternative available to him is the one chosen by Karnail Singh of Bhatinda or Kuljit Singh of Sangrur district. The Government knows that poor farmers will continue to do distress farming whatever the prices it fixes for farm produce.

It is a pity that the Agricultural Costs and Prices Commission is used to justify the exploitation of the poor farmers. The plea that food has to be supplied to the poor consumer at a price he can afford, is indeed valid. But, one may ask, is it the duty of farmers alone to subsidise food for the poor masses? Do other sections have no responsibility in this? Why should they not share the burden?

The only reasonable course is that agricultural prices should be fixed at a level close, if not equal, to that in the global market. Food may be suitably subsidized by the Government, so that the burden is shared by all, and not farmers alone. At the moment, the burden falls largely on the farmers of Punjab who contribute over 60% of the foodgrains in the central pool.

It may be pointed out that there are no commissions for fixing prices of industrial or other non-agricultural products, and the producers fix the price of their products regardless of whether poor consumers can afford it or not.

To conclude, it must be said that the Government has to shake itself out of its complacency and do something to save the farming community. The farmer is the backbone of the nation. The country cannot survive if the farmer is demoralized and is forced to commit suicide in desperation due to abject poverty. The farmers’ plight today is somewhat similar to the one that prevailed in 1930s, when the problem of rural indebtedness had assumed alarming proportions. Steps similar to those taken by stalwarts like Sir Chhotu Ram have to be taken to free the farmers from the widespread indebtedness. We hope the Government is seized of the situation, which demands a comprehensive treatment. Immediately, we suggest the following:


-
A moratorium on recovery of loans and accrual of interest.


-
Financial relief to farmers affected by crop failures.


-
Announcement of substantial hike in prices of farm produce.


-
Liberal application of Government Pension Scheme to cover widows, the aged, destitute and disabled in distressed areas.


- 
Prevention of distress sale of lands by giving interest free loans against land security.


-
Speedy measures for liquidation of farm debts.


-
Recruitment of farm youth in Defence Services and employment elsewhere.

We hope that the BJP/Akali Government in the State as well as the Centre will honour its commitments and save the farmers at any cost.
