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Harvesting Injustice: A Critical Analysis of
India’s Agricultural Laws and the

Imperative for Reform

ARYAM CHOPRA!

ABSTRACT
This dissertation scrutinises India's agricultural landscape, tracing its historical evolution

and dissecting the causes behind the prevailing agrarian crisis. It contends that the primary
driver of this crisis is the escalating privatisation of the agricultural sector. Through a
rigorous examination, it elucidates the influence wielded by global institutions like the IMF,
World Bank, WTO, and multinational corporations on India's legislative framework.
Critically appraising the 2020 agricultural bills, the study highlights their potential to
exacerbate inequalities and erode food sovereignty. It advocates for the implementation of
the MS Swaminathan Committee report as a pathway towards reform, emphasizing the
urgent need for policies that prioritize farmer welfare and sustainable agricultural
practices.

Keywords: Farm Laws, Agrarian Crisis, Legislative History of Indian Agriculture.

l. INTRODUCTION

"The future belongs to nations who have grains, not guns." 2- Dr. M.S. Swaminathan

India's rise to global prominence is undeniable, with its booming manufacturing sector and
flourishing service industry. However, beneath the gleaming skyscrapers and bustling factories
lies a fundamental truth: agriculture remains the bedrock of the nation's economy. A staggering
65% of India's population, roughly 880 million people, call rural areas home. Moreover, for
nearly half (45%) of our country’s populace, agriculture serves as their primary source of
income®. While the share of agriculture in India's Gross Value Added has steadily declined to

around 18.3% in 2023 “due to the rise of other sectors, its contribution remains significant. This

! Author is a student at Amity Law School, Amity University, Uttar Pradesh, India.

2 Swaminathan, M. S., "Future belongs to countries with grains, not guns: Swaminathan,” The Hindu Business
Line (October 13, 2015), available at_https://bloncampus.thehindubusinessline.com/news-wrap/future-belongs-to-
countries-with-grains-not-guns-swaminathan/article7784202.ece#.

3 Press Information Bureau, "Press Release: Transforming Agriculture for Food and Nutrition Security,”
Government of India (December 17, 2021), available at https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1894901.
4 Press Information Bureau, "Press Release: Agriculture Minister Narendra Singh Tomar reviews progress of soil
health cards' distribution, Saur Urja Udyog and Biodiversity Centres," Government of India (January 14, 2022),
available at_https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PR1D=1909213.

© 2024. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [ISSN 2581-5369]


https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://bloncampus.thehindubusinessline.com/news-wrap/future-belongs-to-countries-with-grains-not-guns-swaminathan/article7784202.ece
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1894901
https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1909213

1686 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 7 Iss 3; 1685]

enduring dependence on the land underscores the crucial role agriculture persistently has played

in generating national income and economic growth.

However, since the 1990s, this very backbone of India's economy has faced a complex,
multifaceted crisis. This crisis is evidenced through various distressing phenomena such as
escalating incidences of farmer suicides, indicative of the overwhelming burdens they endure;
diminishing land productivity attributed to soil degradation; and a pronounced decline in
agricultural profitability, rendering sustenance increasingly challenging for farmers. The
predicament is further exacerbated by deficient irrigation infrastructure, compelling farmers to
rely on inconsistent rainfall patterns, further destabilised by the spectre of climate change.
These interrelated challenges collectively present a disturbing state of affairs for the trajectory
of Indian agriculture. It becomes imperative to examine the effectiveness of India's legislative
machinery in addressing this agricultural crisis. In this dissertation, we embark on a
comprehensive exploration of India's agricultural landscape, delving into its historical evolution
and unravelling the underlying causes of the prevailing agrarian crisis. We argue that the
escalating privatisation of the agricultural sector stands as the primary catalyst for this crisis.
Employing an empirical approach, the study extensively reviews literature, drawing insights
from research papers, draft laws, newspaper articles, documentaries, history and anthropology
textbooks, and policy briefs from various think tanks, and governmental committees, it sheds
light on the influence exerted by global institutions such as the IMF, World Bank, WTO, and
multinational corporations on India's legislative framework. By critically evaluating the 2020
agricultural bills, the study underscores their potential to deepen existing inequalities and
compromise food sovereignty. Finally, we advocate for the adoption of the MS Swaminathan
Committee report as a roadmap for reform, stressing the urgent need for policies prioritising

farmer welfare and sustainable agricultural practices.

Chapter 1 embarks on a historical journey, tracing the transformation of Indian agriculture from
its self-sufficient roots to its current market-oriented structure. It explores the impact of colonial
policies and the Green Revolution on agricultural practices and production patterns, while also
examining the emergence of systems such as the Agricultural Produce Market Committees
(APMCs) aimed at regulating agricultural trade and protecting farmers' interests.

In Chapter 2, the focus is on defining the agrarian crisis in India, establishing a clear
understanding of its key characteristics including declining farm incomes, rising production
costs, crippling debt burdens, and the tragic phenomenon of farmer suicides. It further discusses
the cascading effect of this crisis, particularly on food security in India. This foundational
chapter sets the stage for deeper analysis to follow.
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Chapter 3 shifts the focus towards the influence of powerful global institutions like the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, World Trade Organization (WTO), and
multinational corporations on India's agricultural policy framework. Through critical analysis,
it explores how these entities have promoted trade liberalization and market deregulation, often
at the expense of long-term agricultural sustainability and farmer welfare. This chapter delves

into how external pressures have shaped recent agricultural reforms in India.

In Chapter 4, a critical appraisal of the 2020 agricultural bills is undertaken. These bills include
the Farmers' Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion and Facilitation) Act, 2020; the Farmers
(Empowerment and Protection) Agreement on Price Assurance and Farm Services Act, 2020;
and the Essential Commodities (Amendment) Act, 2020. This chapter critically analyzes the
potential implications of these reforms on farmers' livelihoods, food security, and the long-term
viability of the agricultural sector. It explores anxieties regarding the potential dismantling of
existing market regulations, the weakening of the APMC system, and the vulnerability of

farmers to exploitation by powerful corporate players.

Chapter 5 advocates for sustainable reforms by proposing an alternative vision for Indian
agriculture. The chapter champions the recommendations of the M.S. Swaminathan Committee
report, emphasising the need for guaranteed minimum support prices (MSPs) substantially
higher than the cost of production, universal loan waivers for farmers, investment in rural
infrastructure and irrigation projects, public procurement of agricultural produce, and
promotion of organic farming and sustainable agricultural practices. This chapter outlines a
comprehensive reform agenda that prioritises food security, farmer well-being, and

environmental sustainability.

In the concluding Chapter 6, the key arguments presented throughout the dissertation are
summarised. The urgency for a course correction in India's agricultural policy framework is
reiterated, emphasising the need for a shift away from a purely market-driven approach towards
a model that prioritises farmer welfare, promotes social justice, and ensures long-term

agricultural sustainability.
I1. HISTORY OF INDIAN AGRICULTURE
(A) The Pre-Colonial History of Indian Agriculture

The agrarian history of the Indian subcontinent is a tapestry woven with threads of innovation,
adaptation, and cultural diversity, stretching back millennia. From the dawn of settled farming
communities to the flourishing civilisations of the Indus Valley and beyond, India's pre-colonial

agricultural journey unfolds as a complex narrative entailing ecological, technological, and
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socio-cultural dynamics. This chapter embarks on an extensive exploration of key stages and
defining characteristics of India's pre-colonial agricultural history, drawing upon
multidisciplinary perspectives encompassing archaeology, anthropology, history, and ecology

to offer a nuanced understanding of the myriad forces at play.
(B) The Dawn of Agriculture (9500 BCE onwards):

The emergence of agriculture in the Indian subcontinent heralds a profound transition from
nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyles to sedentary farming communities, marking a pivotal
moment in human history. Archaeological excavations at sites such as Mehrgarh in present-day
Balochistan, Pakistan, unearth evidence of early agricultural practices dating back to
approximately 9500 BCE. This period witnesses the cultivation of staple crops such as wheat
and barley, alongside the domestication of animals including sheep, goats, and possibly
elephants (Jarrige & Meadow, 1980)°. The adoption of settled agricultural practices
revolutionised human subsistence strategies, paving the way for the emergence of complex

societies and the consolidation of agrarian economies.
(C) The Indus Valley Civilization (3300 BCE-1300 BCE):

The zenith of prehistoric Indian agriculture is epitomised by the Indus Valley Civilization,
which flourished along the fertile plains of the Indus River basin from approximately 3300 BCE
to 1300 BCE. Characterised by meticulously planned urban settlements, advanced drainage
systems, and a sophisticated agricultural economy, the Indus Valley people attained
unprecedented levels of agricultural productivity and urban sophistication. Archaeological
excavations at sites such as Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa reveal evidence of planned cultivation
of a diverse array of crops including wheat, barley, cotton, dates, and pulses (Possehl, 2002)°.
Furthermore, the domestication of a wide range of animals including cattle, buffalo, pigs,
camels, and asses played a crucial role in sustaining agricultural livelihoods (Gupta, 1995)".
The Indus Valley Civilization's extensive trade networks facilitated the exchange of agricultural
products and technological knowledge with neighbouring regions, underscoring the

interconnectedness of agrarian societies across ancient South Asia (Singh, 2008)8.
(D) The Vedic Period (1300 BCE — 300 BCE):

The arrival of the Aryans around 1500 BCE heralds the onset of the VVedic period, characterised

5 Jean-Francois Jarrige & Richard H. Meadow, The Antecedents of Civilization in the Indus Valley, 9 Ann. Rev.
Anthropol. 223, 223-248 (1980)

6 Gregory L. Possehl, The Indus Civilization: A Recent History (2002)

" S.P. Gupta, The Indus Valley and Beyond: The History of India, ¢.1300 BCE to ¢.1750 CE (1995)

8 Upinder Singh, A History of Ancient and Early Medieval India: From the Stone Age to the 12th Century (2008)
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by the composition of the Vedas and the gradual assimilation of Aryan pastoralist traditions
with indigenous agricultural practices. The Vedas, ancient scriptures revered by Vedic society,
offer valuable insights into the agricultural practices and rituals associated with agrarian life.
Notable advancements during this period include the introduction of iron implements, which
revolutionised agricultural productivity and land cultivation (Lal, 2002)°. The Vedic texts extol
the virtues of agriculture and portray it as a noble profession, emphasizing the importance of
crop cultivation, cattle husbandry, and sustainable land use practices (Sharma, 1987)%
Moreover, the Vedic period witnesses the cultivation of a wider variety of crops including rice,
sugarcane, and various fruits and vegetables, further diversifying agricultural production
(Singh, 2000)**,

(E) The Mauryan Empire (322 BCE - 122 BCE):

The Mauryan Empire, established by Chandragupta Maurya in the 4th century BCE, represents
a golden age of Indian agriculture marked by centralised governance, technological innovation,
and economic prosperity. The Mauryan state actively intervened in agricultural affairs,
overseeing land management, implementing irrigation systems, and promoting animal
husbandry as an integral component of the agrarian economy (Thapar, 1990)*2. Land reforms
instituted by Emperor Ashoka aimed to enhance agricultural productivity and ensure equitable
distribution of landholdings, underscoring the state's commitment to agrarian welfare (Singh,
2000)'3, The Mauryan Empire's agricultural policies laid the foundation for sustained
agricultural growth and prosperity, fostering economic stability and social cohesion across the
empire's vast territories (Mookerji, 1966)**.

(F) Early Common Era (200 BCE - 1200 CE):

The period following the decline of the Mauryan Empire witnessed the proliferation of regional
kingdoms and the continued advancement of agricultural practices across the Indian
subcontinent. Widespread adoption of iron technology revolutionised agricultural efficiency,
enabling farmers to cultivate larger tracts of land and increase crop yields (Singh, 1991)*. The
cultivation of spices such as turmeric, pepper, and cardamom emerged as lucrative agricultural

pursuits, stimulating trade and commerce in the region (Raychaudhuri, 1995)*. Regional

9 R. Lal, India's Contributions to the World (2002)

10 R.S. Sharma, Aspects of Indian History and Culture (1987)

1 Upinder Singh, A History of India (2000)

2 Romila Thapar, Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas (1990)

13 Upinder Singh, A History of India (2000). [Shortened citation]

14 Radhakumud Mookerji, Chandragupta Maurya and His Times (1966)

15 Upinder Singh, A Geographical History of Ancient India (1991). [Shortened citation]
16 Tapan Raychaudhuri, Indian History (1995)
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variations in agricultural techniques and practices became more pronounced during this era,
reflecting the diverse ecological and climatic conditions prevalent across different regions of
the subcontinent (Livingstone, 1995)*7.

(G)Pre-colonial Agricultural Dynamics:

It's crucial to recognise that pre-colonial Indian agriculture existed within a framework of
localised production, with peasant cultivators forming the backbone of the system. These
societies primarily practised subsistence farming, focusing on growing enough food to sustain
their families and villages. Surplus production, however, was extracted by the ruling elites
through various mechanisms, often referred to as tribute extraction. Scholars like Henry
Bernstein emphasise the localised nature of pre-capitalist agriculture, where production and
social structures were intertwined. Intricate social hierarchies governed landownership and

production, with peasants often tilling land owned by kings, nobility, or temples.*®

Thus Pre-capitalist or non-market agrarian societies in India were characterised by peasant
households cultivating land primarily for their own sustenance and to fulfil tax obligations to
the ruling class. Production focused on food crops, with simple tools and extensive human and
animal labour ensuring cultivation. Notably, a sense of ecological balance was maintained
through natural manure usage, fallow periods, and crop rotation practices. Peasants, armed with
local knowledge and a spirit of experimentation, held considerable autonomy in decision-
making regarding agricultural production. Trade played a minimal role, as most peasants

cultivated perishable food crops not easily transported over long distances.
(H)Colonial Era (1800-1947 CE)

The arrival of European powers in the late 15th century, starting with the Portuguese, ushered
in a new era. Initially, the focus was on trade in spices and luxury goods. However, as European
mercantilism gained traction, the emphasis shifted towards maximising profits from colonial
holdings. This new economic doctrine prioritised the accumulation of wealth through a
favorable balance of trade, and agriculture became a tool to achieve this goal. The Colonial Era
in India, spanning from the 19th century to the mid-20th century, was defined by significant
political, economic, and social transformations brought about by British colonial rule. As
discussed earlier, prior to the 15th century, agriculture thrived on a principle of self-sufficiency.

Peasants cultivated a diverse range of crops to meet the needs of their families and local

17 David N. Livingstone, Putting India on the Map: Cartographic Practices and Geographical Science in Eighteenth-
Century India (1995)
18 Henry Bernstein, Agrarian Questions: The Crisis in the Countryside in Asia, Africa, and Latin America (2002)
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communities. Landownership patterns were complex, with a mix of peasant proprietors,
zamindars (landlords), and village communities. This intricate system, though not without its
inequalities, ensured a certain degree of food security for the population. The colonial period
however led to profound changes in agricultural practices, land ownership patterns, and the
overall agrarian landscape of the country, a remarkable shift from a subsistence-oriented system
to one driven by cash crops and international markets (Davis, 2001)*°. This shift, however, was
not uniform and arguably paved the path for exploitation, environmental degradation, and

uneven development across different regions.
IT1. ORIGIN OF COLONIAL PRACTICES- A PAINFUL LEGACY

The discovery of the Americas in 1492 marked a turning point, ushering in an era of commercial
agriculture. The discovery of new lands and the rise of commercial agriculture led to the
establishment of vast plantations, particularly in the Caribbean and Latin America (Beckles,
1993)%°. The focus shifted from subsistence to producing for international markets and
maximising profits. Colonisers prioritized cultivating crops like sugar, tobacco, and cotton to
meet the growing demand in Europe fueled by an emerging industrial capitalism. This
transformation fundamentally altered the purpose of agriculture, transforming it from a means
of sustenance to a profit-driven enterprise. The rise of plantation agriculture was not merely an
economic phenomenon; it was accompanied by a brutal system of exploitation. Vast tracts of
land were appropriated from indigenous populations to establish large-scale plantations. These
plantations relied heavily on enslaved labor, often sourced from Africa, to cultivate, harvest,
and process the cash crops. The working conditions were horrific, with long hours, harsh
punishments, and inadequate food and sanitation leading to high mortality rates among the
enslaved population. Furthermore, unlike pre-capitalist agriculture, plantation systems required
significant capital investment. Financiers from Europe, particularly those based in cities like
Genoa, Amsterdam, and London, played a crucial role in financing the establishment and

operation of these plantations.

Plantation agriculture prioritised efficiency and profit maximisation at all costs. This relentless
pursuit of productivity resulted in several concerning practices. The system relied on the brutal
intensification of labor exploitation. Tasks were meticulously divided, and slaves were forced

to work long hours under harsh conditions. Jesuit priests documented the appalling conditions,

9 David N. Livingstone, Putting India on the Map: Cartographic Practices and Geographical Science in Eighteenth-
Century India (1995)
20 Hilary Beckles, Centering the African in Atlantic History (1993).
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with one account describing a sugar mill as "hell" and its masters as "damned" (Boxer, 1967)2.
This ruthless exploitation unsurprisingly led to high mortality rates among the enslaved
population, forcing plantation owners to constantly import new slaves to maintain production
levels. The environmental cost of plantation agriculture was equally devastating. The focus on
monoculture cash crops and the need for vast tracts of land led to deforestation and soil erosion.
Additionally, the processing of crops like sugar required significant quantities of firewood,
further straining the environment (Moore, 2015)??. This ecological degradation ultimately
impacted soil fertility and long-term productivity. Sugarcane, a highly profitable crop in high
demand across Europe, emerged as a central driver. These plantations relied heavily on a brutal
system of enslaved African labor to cultivate, harvest, and process the sugarcane (Mintz,
1986)%. Driven by a relentless pursuit of profit, plantation owners prioritized efficiency and
maximized output, often at the horrific cost of human lives. The working conditions were
appalling, with long hours, harsh punishments, and inadequate food and sanitation leading to
high mortality rates among the enslaved population (Beckles, 1993)?*. This exploitative system
also had a devastating impact on the environment. Deforestation to clear land for plantations
and fuel processing resulted in soil erosion and a decline in biodiversity. Sugarcane cultivation,
with its intensive demands on soil fertility, further exacerbated these problems, creating a

vicious cycle of environmental degradation and human suffering.

The rise of industrial capitalism in Europe further intensified the demand for cheap food grains
(Pomeranz, 2000)?° and also witnessed the rise of settler colonialism in North America,
Australia, and other regions. Here, the focus was on establishing large-scale farms cultivated
by European settlers who had displaced indigenous populations through violence and disease
(Stannard, 1992). This form of agriculture had distinct characteristics compared to plantation
systems. Unlike Europe, where a landed aristocracy often extracted rent from peasant farmers,
settler colonies lacked a traditional landlord class. This reduced the production costs for settler
farmers. Additionally, settler colonies benefited from advancements in agricultural technology,
such as the use of steel plows, which increased efficiency and yields (Goodwin, 1967)?. Settler
colonies primarily cultivated food grains like wheat and raised livestock to feed the growing

industrial workforce in Europe. This created a temperate grain-livestock complex that

2L Charles R. Boxer, The Golden Age of Brazil (1967)

22 J. David Moore, The Post-Colonial Condition (2015).

2 Sidney W. Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (1986)

24 Hilary Beckles, Centering the African in Atlantic History (1993). [Shortened citation]

%5 Kenneth Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern World Economy
(2000)

% David E. Stannard, American Holocaust: Columbus and the Conquest of the New World (1992)

27 paul H. Goodwin, Brazil and the Alvorada Revolution (1967)
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complemented the tropical cash crops produced in plantations (McEwan, 2009)%,

Specialised commercial agriculture developed during this period, offering settler colonies a
competitive edge. The absence of a landlord class reduced production costs, and technological
advancements like steel ploughs boosted yields. However, an emphasis on short-term efficiency
and labour-saving techniques came at the expense of long-term sustainability. Soil fertility
declined due to neglect of conservation practices, laying the groundwork for future
environmental challenges. The Dust Bowl in the USA serves as a stark reminder of the
consequences of unsustainable agricultural practices where exposed topsoil led to massive dust

storms, highlighting the need for responsible land management.

Before British rule, Indian agriculture focused on self-sufficiency. Under colonial control,
however, the emphasis shifted towards cultivating cash crops like indigo, opium, and cotton to
feed the burgeoning industries of Europe. This policy, while enriching colonial coffers, had a
devastating impact on food security. Smallholder farmers, traditionally growing food for their
families and communities, were coerced or enticed into cultivating cash crops, often at the
expense of their own sustenance. This shift led to a decline in food production, leaving the
Indian population vulnerable to famines. Under British colonial rule, India's agrarian economy
underwent a profound transformation, marked by a shift towards the cultivation of cash crops
for export markets. The British East India Company, and later the British Crown, implemented
policies that prioritised the production of commaodities such as indigo, opium, and cotton to

meet the demands of the burgeoning industrial revolution in Europe.

These New World plantations differed fundamentally from traditional agriculture. Unlike
subsistence farming, where inputs were readily available and labour requirements were met
through family units or local exchange, sugarcane cultivation was entirely export-oriented?. It
required massive capital investment to clear land, construct mills, and purchase equipment.
Most importantly, it demanded a large and expendable workforce. The reliance on slave labour
was a defining characteristic of this system. Slaves toiled under brutal conditions, performing
all tasks from planting and cutting the cane to processing and packing the sugar for shipment.
This ruthless exploitation was driven not just by racism but also by the intense competition
within the global market. Harvest cycles played a crucial role in profitability, with Brazil's
longer cycle eventually giving way to shorter and more efficient Caribbean operations.

Sugarcane production also pioneered a proto-industrial approach to agriculture, with a highly

28 peter Gordon McEwan, Food, Politics, and Money in the Atlantic World: The Era of Plantation Production
(2009)
2 Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (1944). [Shortened citation]
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regimented division of labour and a focus on maximising output within strict time constraints.
The human cost was immense, with high mortality rates among slaves. The environmental
impact was equally devastating, as deforestation to clear land for plantations and fuel resulted
in soil erosion and a decline in biodiversity. As yields declined, planters resorted to further
exploitation of both land and labour, a vicious cycle that perpetuated ecological destruction and

human suffering.
(A) Characterstics of Indian Agriculture under Colonial Rule

Agriculture under colonial rule had systematically become an imperial instrument of unabashed
extraction of India’s resources akin to the exploitative systems of Caribbean plantations reliant
on enslaved labor. This transformation occurred gradually, influenced by European

mercantilism and driven by the pursuit of profit.

Queen Victoria's Proclamation of 1858, heralding the official transfer of power from the East
India Company to the British Crown, painted a rosy picture of a future built on "duty" and the
"earnest desire to stimulate public works™ (Queen Victoria's Proclamation, November 1,
1858)%C. However, a closer examination reveals a more exploitative reality. While infrastructure
projects like railways and canals did improve transportation and irrigation in some regions, their
impact was uneven and often came at a significant environmental cost (Ali, 20073; Jeffrey,
2010%2). More importantly, British policies prioritized cash crops like indigo, cotton, and opium,
fundamentally transforming Indian agriculture to serve imperial interests. This transformation,
far from ushering in an era of prosperity for all, had devastating consequences for Indian farmers
and the sustainability of the agricultural system itself.

This section delves into the characteristics of Indian agriculture under colonial rule,
deconstructing the myth of unadulterated progress and exposing the underlying exploitation,

ecological degradation, and vulnerabilities that shaped this critical period.
1. Land Systems and Revenue Extraction

The rise of mercantilism under British rule fundamentally reshaped this agricultural landscape.
Profit extraction became the central tenet, with agriculture viewed as a tool to generate revenue
for the Crown and British businesses. This transformation unfolded through a series of
interrelated policies and inPrior to British rule, a well-established system of regional self-

sufficiency thrived in India. Diverse crops were cultivated based on local agro-ecological

30 Queen Victoria's Proclamation, November 1, 1858
31 Tariq Ali, The Duel: Pakistan on the Eve of Ashes (2007)
32 Robin Jeffrey, India: Land of Paradox (2010)
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conditions, ensuring food security for the population (Alam, 2008).

However, the colonial era witnessed a fundamental shift towards cash crops like indigo, cotton,
and opium. This transformation was driven by the British desire to maximize profits through
increased exports and meet industrial demands back home (Roy, 2006). Several factors
contributed to this shift:

Taxation Policies: The British implemented revenue systems like the Ryotwari and Mahalwari
settlements (Habib, 1963). While these aimed to streamline tax collection, they often put
immense pressure on peasants to cultivate cash crops to meet their tax obligations.

Market Manipulation: The manipulation of existing land systems and the rise of
intermediaries like zamindars and moneylenders further incentivized cash crop cultivation.
Peasants were often forced to sell their harvests at lower prices to these intermediaries, who in
turn sold them at higher market rates (Guha, 1999).

Food Security Vulnerability: The decline in the cultivation of food grains for local consumption
increased India's vulnerability to famines, particularly when exacerbated by natural disasters
(Davis, 2001).

2. The Cash Crop Conundrum: Prioritizing Profits Over People's Needs

The emphasis on maximizing profits shifted cultivation patterns towards cash crops like indigo,
cotton, and opium. This shift was achieved through a combination of policies and market forces.
Cash crops often fetched higher prices than traditional food grains, incentivizing peasants to
cultivate them, particularly when intermediaries like zamindars demanded a share of the harvest
paid in cash (Roy, 2006). Additionally, the manipulation of existing tax systems, for instance,
by setting tax rates based on the potential productivity of land for cash crops rather than food
grains, further pressured farmers to prioritise them to meet their tax obligations. This
commercialisation of agriculture came at a cost. The decline in the cultivation of food grains
for local consumption increased India's vulnerability to famines, particularly when exacerbated

by natural disasters (Davis, 2001).
3. Infrastructure Development: A Double-Edged Sword

The British Raj undeniably invested in infrastructure projects including the construction of
canals and railways such as those in Punjab, the Narmada Valley, and Andhra Pradesh, overall
irrigation infrastructure remained inadequate to meet the growing needs of agricultural
production. The focus on canal irrigation often prioritized the needs of cash crop cultivation for

export markets, neglecting the irrigation requirements of food crops grown by smallholder
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farmers.

The dramatic growth of the railway network, from an estimated 1,000 kilometers in 1860 to a
staggering 50,000 kilometers by 1910 (Census of India, Indian Railways History), facilitated
transportation of goods and people. Similarly, canal construction expanded significantly, with
estimates suggesting over 70,000 kilometers of canals irrigating millions of hectares by the
1890s (lan Derbyshire, "The Irrigation History of British India™). While these projects aimed to
improve agricultural productivity and market access, their impact was uneven and often
detrimental. Canals, for instance, while providing irrigation in some regions, could lead to
salinization of the soil in others, rendering them unsuitable for cultivation (Ali, 2007).
Additionally, the construction of railway networks sometimes disrupted traditional drainage

patterns, leading to waterlogging and the spread of diseases like malaria. (Jeffrey, 2010).
4. Peasant Resistance and Limited Reforms

The colonial agricultural system was not without resistance. Peasant uprisings and rebellions
were a recurring theme throughout the period, often triggered by excessive taxation, land
dispossession, or a combination of both (Desai, 1981). These acts of resistance forced the
colonial government to acknowledge the discontent and make some attempts at reform. The
Land Revenue Settlement Acts, for example, attempted to regulate landownership and taxation,
though their effectiveness varied across regions (Kumar, 1974). Some settlements aimed to fix
land revenue for a specific period, offering some stability to peasants. However, these reforms
often fell short of addressing the core issues of exploitation and the neglect of food security.
Additionally, the enforcement of these acts was uneven, with some regions experiencing greater

exploitation than others.
5. Emergence of the Parasitic Class and Its Grip on Farmers

The colonial system further fortified the inequalities in pre-colonial agriculture and fostered the
emergence of a powerful intermediary class. This class, comprised of figures like zamindars,
moneylenders, and grain traders, often held immense power over peasant livelihoods (Guha,
1999). Peasants, forced to pay taxes in cash and often trapped in cycles of debt, were frequently
compelled to sell their crops at lower prices to these intermediaries, who in turn sold them at
higher market rates. This exploitative system further squeezed profits from cultivators and

hampered their ability to invest in their land or improve their living standards.
6. Famine Tragedies: A Stark Reminder of Colonial Failures

The devastating famines that struck India in the late 19th and early 20th centuries stand as a

stark reminder of the human cost of colonial agricultural policies. While droughts were a
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contributing factor, the emphasis on cash crops over food security, coupled with inflexible
revenue collection practices, left many regions vulnerable. Mike Davis, in his book "Late
Victorian Holocausts,” argues that these famines were not inevitable but "engineered" by
prioritizing exports and neglecting domestic needs (Davis, 2001).%® Colonial officials often
prioritized the export of food grains even during famine periods, exacerbating the human
tragedy. The Bengal Famine of 1943 stands as a particularly grim example of this callous
disregard for the lives of Indian people.®*

Thus, the transformation of Indian agriculture under British rule from a self-sufficient system
to an instrument of imperial gain had a ripple effect of negative consequences. The prioritization
of cash crops through taxation, market manipulation, and infrastructure that neglected food
security needs left India teetering on the brink of famine.®> While peasant resistance existed,
limited reforms and the rise of exploitative intermediaries further squeezed farmers. The
devastating famines serve as a stark reminder of the human cost of these policies. Understanding
this colonial legacy is crucial for addressing the challenges of food security, infrastructure

development, and farmer empowerment in modern India’s agricultural sector.
IV. INDIAN AGRICULTURE AFTER INDEPENDENCE

The story of Indian agriculture after independence is a narrative marred by unfulfilled promises.
Marked by debates surrounding land reforms, the adoption of technological advancements with
uneven outcomes, and the increasing influence of globalised markets, the sector continues to
grapple with issues of social equity, economic viability, and long-term sustainability. This
section critically examines the key phases of post-colonial Indian agriculture, highlighting the

missed opportunities and persistent challenges that plague the sector.

Inheriting a legacy of colonial neglect and a crippling food crisis, independent India embarked
on a mission to ensure food security for its burgeoning population. The 1940s witnessed the
launch of the Grow More Food Campaign, a nationwide initiative aimed at boosting domestic
food production . This campaign, alongside the Integrated Production Programme of the 1950s
that focused on cash crops , laid the groundwork for subsequent agricultural reforms.
Recognizing the critical role of infrastructure development, the government embarked on
ambitious projects like the construction of the Bhakra Dam, completed in 1963 — a testament to

India's commitment to water resource management and agricultural development .

33 Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts: El Nifio Famines and the Making of the Third World (2001)
3 Amartya Sen, Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation (1981)
% K. N. Seetharam, "Famine in Colonial India," Economic and Political Weekly (2018): 53(18), 44-52.
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The immediate post-independence period was characterized by a dire food shortage. The first
two Five-Year Plans (1951-1966) acknowledged the urgency of the situation and prioritized
agricultural development. Investments were directed towards expanding irrigation facilities,
undertaking land reclamation projects, and promoting better farming practices. Land reforms
were initiated, aiming to abolish intermediaries like zamindars and improve the welfare of
tenant farmers. These initial efforts, while yielding moderate success in raising agricultural
output, laid the foundation for future advancements.

This system was characterized by a stark disparity in land ownership, with a miniscule
percentage of landowners controlling a vast majority of cultivable land (Ahluwalia, 2002). This
skewed distribution resulted in a large population of small and marginal farmers cultivating
minuscule plots, often under exploitative sharecropping arrangements (Menon, 2018). These
arrangements, coupled with insecure land tenure, stifled investment and limited agricultural
productivity (Gulati, 2010). The prevailing tenurial systems, such as the zamindari and ryotwari
systems, further complicated the landscape with regional variations in land administration and

ownership practices (Joshi & lyer, 2006).

In response to these challenges, the newly formed Indian government prioritized achieving
social equity and fostering economic growth through agrarian reforms (Mitra & Nagaraj, 2013).
Article 39 of the Indian Constitution enshrined the principle of redistributing material resources,
primarily land, to serve the common good (Government of India, 1949). The establishment of
the Planning Commission and the subsequent implementation of Five Year Plans aimed to
translate this principle into policy action, with land reform featuring as a central pillar
(Ahluwalia, 2002). These plans sought to achieve three key objectives: reducing income and
wealth disparities in the rural sector, eliminating exploitative tenancy practices, and promoting
social transformation through equitable opportunities for participation in development

initiatives (Government of India, Planning Commission).
(A) The Patchwork of Land Reforms

One of the most contentious issues in the early years of independent India was the question of
land reform. The colonial era had witnessed the emergence of a powerful zamindari system,
where landlords collected rents from peasants but had little to do with actual cultivation. The
Constituent Assembly, tasked with drafting the Indian Constitution, engaged in a heated debate
regarding the fate of this system. On one end of the spectrum, radical voices, inspired by figures
like Mahatma Gandhi and drawing on socialist ideologies, advocated for minimal compensation

or even expropriation of zamindari lands for redistribution to tenants and landless workers. This
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approach aimed to achieve a more equitable distribution of landownership and empower

marginalised rural populations.

However, this view faced strong opposition from landlords who argued for their rights to "fair"
compensation and protection from "unjust" expropriation. Ultimately, the Indian government
opted for a moderate approach, prioritising compensation for landlords over a radical
redistribution of landholdings (Byres, 2007). This decision, while seemingly pragmatic, had
lasting consequences. Land reforms remained largely incomplete, with many loopholes and
bureaucratic hurdles hindering their effective implementation (Mittal, 2012). As a result, the
problem of land inequality persisted, with a significant portion of rural India characterised by

landlessness and tenancy.

The incomplete implementation of land reforms in post-colonial India had a cascading effect
on the agricultural sector, contributing to several persistent challenges such as:

Fragmentation of Landholdings: The limited redistribution of land coupled with population

growth led to a progressive fragmentation of landholdings. Farms became smaller and smaller,
hindering investment in technology, irrigation, and other productivity-enhancing measures
[Dasgupta, 2004].

Low Investment and Productivity: Smaller landholdings often translate to lower incomes for

farmers, making it difficult for them to invest in essential inputs like fertilizers, improved seeds,
and irrigation infrastructure. This, in turn, results in stagnant or declining agricultural
productivity [Chandrasekhar, 2013].

Perpetuation of Tenancy: Many land reforms provided for the conversion of tenants into

owners. However, implementation was patchy, and many sharecropping arrangements
continued. These arrangements often skewed the distribution of profits in favor of landlords,
further marginalizing tenants [Jodha, 1985].

Social Inequality and Vulnerability: Unequal land ownership perpetuates a system of social

stratification in rural India. Landless households and marginal farmers are particularly

vulnerable to poverty, indebtedness, and exploitation [Bhalla & and Roy, 2011].

The Zamindari Abolition Acts passed by various states in the 1950s aimed to abolish the
intermediary zamindari system, replacing it with ryotwari tenure — a system where peasants
directly pay land revenue to the state. However, these acts often provided for generous
compensation to landlords, hindering the redistribution of land to the landless. Recognizing the
limitations of zamindari abolition, states enacted ceiling laws (1960s-1970s) to impose a

maximum limit on the amount of land an individual could hold. Surplus land exceeding the
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ceiling was to be acquired by the government and redistributed to landless farmers. However,
these laws were riddled with loopholes, including exemptions for certain categories of
landholdings and inadequate compensation for acquired land, leading to slow and uneven
implementation (Mittal, 2012). Landmark judgments like Munn v. State of Andhra Pradesh
(1953) established the concept of "just compensation™ for acquired land, which became a major
hurdle in land reforms as courts interpreted it to include the market value of the land, often
exceeding the government's budget for redistribution. While judgments like State of West
Bengal v. Bela Banerjee (1967) introduced the concept of “potential productivity” in
determining fair compensation, and T.D. Viswanathan v. State of Kerala (1992) emphasized the
importance of expeditious distribution of acquired land, these could not overcome the
challenges of political influence, bureaucratic delays, and inadequate compensation that

plagued the land reform process.

India’s land policy since independence can be broadly categorized into four distinct phases. The
first phase, spanning 1951-1974, focused on enacting land reforms. Key initiatives included
the abolition of intermediary landlords (zamindars), the restoration of land rights to tenant
cultivators, and measures to enhance land use efficiency (Krishna, 2010). Subsequent Five
Year Plans during this period placed emphasis on expanding the area under cultivation,
developing irrigation infrastructure, and improving land productivity (Uppal, 2018). A
significant achievement of this phase was the introduction of land ceiling legislation, which
aimed to curb land concentration and redistribute surplus landholdings among landless farmers
(Bhalla & Singh, 2011). However, the implementation of these land ceiling acts faced
challenges, including legal battles and difficulties in identifying and recording surplus land
(Sen, 1996).

The second phase (1974-1985) saw a shift in focus towards addressing degraded land
management through programs aimed at drought-prone and desert areas (Government of India,
Planning Commission, [year unspecified]). This phase reflected a growing concern about

environmental sustainability and the need to protect vulnerable land from further degradation.

The third phase (1985-1997) prioritized soil erosion control and land degradation mitigation,
alongside the implementation of watershed development initiatives (Bhalla & Singh, 2011).
Watershed development programs aimed to conserve rainwater and soil moisture at the local
level, promoting sustainable agricultural practices and improving the livelihoods of rural

communities.

The fourth phase, beginning in 1997, witnessed a reevaluation of land reform strategies. This
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period saw a growing emphasis on decentralized land management and the empowerment of
local governance institutions, particularly panchayati raj institutions (Sen, 1996). Panchayati raj
institutions are elected village councils entrusted with managing local affairs, including land
administration. This shift reflected a recognition of the need for greater stakeholder participation

and community-driven approaches to land management.

While the dominant narrative critiques the incompleteness of land reforms, some scholars offer
alternative perspectives. For instance, scholars like Kohli (1987) argue that a focus solely on
land redistribution overlooks the importance of infrastructure development, credit availability,
and market access for improving the well-being of rural populations.The land question in India
remains a subject of ongoing debate. Recent developments, such as the introduction of the
National Land Record Modernization Programme (NLRMP), aim to improve land record
keeping and address issues of tenancy. However, the effectiveness of such programs and the
broader question of achieving a more equitable and sustainable agricultural sector continue to
be hotly contested [Shah, 2018].

(B) The Green Revolution: A Technological Fix with Uneven Outcomes

The mid-20th century witnessed the introduction of high-yielding crop varieties, chemical
fertilisers, and mechanisation, collectively known as the Green Revolution. Backed by the US
government and the Rockefeller Foundation, this package of technologies promised to address
food insecurity. Chemical fertilisers did indeed increase crop yields, but their use came at a
cost. Soil quality deteriorated, natural resources became depleted, and socio-economic
inequalities widened. While the Green Revolution transformed India into a food-surplus nation,
its legacy remains a subject of debate, with its environmental and social consequences requiring

ongoing consideration.

In the 1960s, India embarked on the Green Revolution, a US-backed initiative that aimed to
address concerns about food security by increasing agricultural productivity (Mittal, 2012) [2].
This initiative focused on the introduction of high-yielding varieties (HY'Vs) of seeds, coupled
with the use of chemical fertilisers and pesticides. While the Green Revolution did achieve its
primary objective of increasing production, particularly in Punjab and Haryana, it came with a

set of drawbacks.

Firstly, the focus on HYVs and chemical inputs bypassed the issue of land reform. Large
landowners with better access to resources and capital benefited more readily from the Green
Revolution, further exacerbating existing inequalities (Mittal, 2012). Small and marginal

farmers, lacking the necessary resources, were often left behind.
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Secondly, the Green Revolution contributed to environmental degradation. Overuse of chemical
fertilisers and pesticides polluted water resources and damaged soil fertility (Ghosh, 2010) [3].
Additionally, the focus on a few HYVs reduced agro-biodiversity, making the agricultural

system more vulnerable to pests and diseases.

Thirdly, the Green Revolution's origins in the Cold War context raise concerns about its
underlying political agenda. As Tony Weis (2013) argues, the term itself was coined to contrast
with "red revolution,” promoting increased agricultural production as an alternative to radical
political change (Weis, 2013). This perspective suggests that the Green Revolution may have
been less about empowering Indian farmers and more about achieving US geopolitical goals

during the Cold War era.

The Green Revolution, a period of rapid agricultural intensification in the mid-20th century,
remains a complex and controversial chapter in the history of food security. Emerging in the
1960s, it aimed to address widespread hunger and malnutrition, particularly in developing
countries. Through the introduction of high-yielding varieties (HYVs) of crops like rice and
wheat, alongside increased use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, the Green Revolution
promised dramatic increases in agricultural productivity. While it did achieve significant
success in boosting food production, a closer examination reveals a legacy marked by both

progress and unintended consequences.

The Green Revolution wasn't a singular event, but rather a confluence of scientific
advancements, political will, and international collaboration. Concerns about global food
shortages in the wake of World War 11 spurred international organizations like the Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the Consultative Group on International Agricultural
Research (CGIAR) to invest in agricultural research. Pioneering plant breeders like Norman
Borlaug at the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) developed HYVs with superior
yields compared to traditional varieties. These HYVs were specifically designed for
responsiveness to high inputs of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, promising significant
production increases. The adoption of these technologies was actively promoted by national
governments in developing countries, often with financial and technical assistance from
international institutions like the World Bank and the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID). This collaborative effort contributed to widespread adoption of HY'Vs

and associated practices across Asia, Latin America, and parts of Africa.

The Green Revolution undeniably achieved impressive results. Global food production

experienced a significant rise, notably in countries like India, where wheat production tripled

© 2024. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [ISSN 2581-5369]


https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/

1703 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 7 Iss 3; 1685]

between 1965 and 1984 (Evenson & Pingali, 2007). This increase in production played a crucial
role in preventing widespread famine and improving food security for millions. The Green
Revolution's success story lies not only in increased yields but also in its contribution to food
price stabilization. By boosting production, it helped to moderate food price fluctuations,

improving the affordability of essential food staples for many consumers [1].

However, the Green Revolution's reliance on intensive agricultural practices came with a
significant environmental cost. The heavy use of chemical fertilizers led to soil degradation
and nutrient depletion, requiring ever-increasing application rates to maintain yields. This, in
turn, contributed to water pollution as fertilizer runoff contaminated waterways [2].
Furthermore, the reliance on pesticides caused ecological imbalances, harming beneficial
insects and contributing to the development of pest resistance. The focus on HYVs also led to
a decline in crop diversity, potentially increasing agricultural vulnerability to pests and diseases.

The Green Revolution's benefits were not evenly distributed. Large landowners with access to
irrigation facilities, credit, and other resources were better positioned to adopt HYVs and
fertilizers, leading to increased income and consolidation of land holdings. Small and marginal
farmers, however, often lacked the resources to invest in these new technologies and remained
locked in subsistence farming. This exacerbated existing inequalities in rural areas, leaving
many small farmers even more vulnerable [3]. The Green Revolution also contributed to the
displacement of traditional farming practices and knowledge systems, potentially leading to the

loss of agricultural biodiversity.

Global institutions played a pivotal role in shaping the Green Revolution. Organizations like
the FAO and CGIAR provided research funding and technical expertise, while the World Bank
and USAID offered financial and logistical support for the implementation of Green Revolution
technologies in developing countries. It's important to note that these institutions often
promoted a specific model of agricultural development, one that prioritized large-scale
production and commercialization. This approach, while leading to initial success, ultimately

contributed to the social and environmental problems associated with the Green Revolution [4].

The Green Revolution serves as a valuable case study for understanding the complex challenges
associated with achieving food security in the 21st century. While it successfully increased
production and averted widespread famine, its reliance on unsustainable practices raises
concerns about long-term food security. Moving forward, a more holistic approach is required.
We need to develop sustainable agricultural practices that enhance yields without

compromising environmental integrity. This includes promoting diversified cropping systems,
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organic farming methods, and integrated pest management strategies. Additionally, addressing
social inequities in rural areas and empowering small-scale farmers are crucial for ensuring

long-term food security for all.
(C)Food Security and the Public Distribution System: A Partial Solution

In the aftermath of the Green Revolution, concerns about food security remained. The
government established the Food Corporation of India (FCI) to procure food grains at minimum
support prices (MSP) from farmers and distribute them through the Public Distribution System
(PDS) at subsidized rates (Shah, 2010) [5]. This intervention aimed to ensure food availability

for vulnerable populations and stabilise food prices.

However, the PDS has its limitations. Critics argue that the system primarily benefits large
landowners who are able to sell their produce to the FCI at MSPs (Shah, 2010). Additionally,
the PDS has been plagued by issues of corruption and inefficiency, with significant leakages
occurring across the supply chain. These factors limit the system's effectiveness in reaching the
most marginalised populations. Furthermore, the PDS primarily focuses on staple crops like

wheat and rice, neglecting the nutritional needs of a growing population.
1. Developments in 1980s

The economic landscape of 1980s India was fraught with challenges, including rampant
inflation, an expanding balance of payments deficit, and sluggish growth. Externally, the Iranian
Revolution of 1979 and subsequent Iran-Irag War triggered the second oil shock, catapulting
global oil prices to unprecedented levels (Jones, 2005). Given India's heavy reliance on
imported oil, this escalation inflated the nation's import bill substantially (Ahluwalia, 2002).
Concurrently, the global recession of 1980-1983 curtailed demand for Indian exports,
compounding the country's challenges by further diminishing its foreign exchange earnings
(Dutt & Sundaram, 2011). Internally, the Indian economy grappled with burgeoning fiscal
deficits, propelled by escalating defense expenditures and extensive subsidies on essential
commodities (Bhagwati & Desai, 1998). These deficits were financed through domestic and
international borrowing, exerting pressure on interest payments and exacerbating fiscal strains.
Additionally, interventionist policies, such as price controls and import substitution strategies,
engendered inefficiencies and scarcities (Rao, 2002). The confluence of external shocks and
internal imbalances precipitated a vicious cycle of inflation and economic stagnation. Rising
import bills, coupled with dwindling export earnings, precipitated depreciation of the Indian
rupee, thereby inflating prices of imported goods (Jha, 2012). Concurrently, stagnant

agricultural production failed to match the growing population, exacerbating supply constraints
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and fueling inflationary pressures. The widening balance of payments deficit mirrored India's
inability to generate sufficient foreign exchange to meet its external obligations (Ahluwalia,
2002). Depleting reserves constrained import capabilities and hindered external debt servicing,
thereby threatening the nation's creditworthiness and curtailing access to international financial

markets.

In response to the burgeoning crisis, the Indian government turned to the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) for assistance in the late 1980s. IMF loans, however, were conditional upon
stringent structural adjustment programs, advocating for trade liberalization, reduced
government intervention, and fiscal consolidation (Jones, 2005). The administration of Rajiv
Gandhi initiated preliminary reforms during this period, including delicensing certain industries
and curtailing import controls (Bhagwati & Desai, 1998). Nevertheless, more substantial
liberalization measures were instituted in the early 1990s in response to the persisting economic
turmoil. A key feature of this shift was the dismantling of trade barriers. However, the process
of trade liberalization in agriculture unfolded in a piecemeal fashion, characterized by

inconsistencies and a gradual dismantling of protectionist measures.

Prior to the reforms, India's agricultural trade regime relied heavily on quantitative restrictions
(QRs) to control imports and shield domestic producers (Gulati & Hoda, 2003). The Uruguay
Round Agreement on Agriculture (URAA) within the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT) obligated India to phase out QRs over a specific timeframe. However, the initial
changes were modest. While the URAA initially implied limited changes (Gulati & Ravikumar,
2013), India agreed to a more definitive dismantling of QRs by 1997, eventually abolishing
them entirely in 2001 (Bhagwati & Desai, 1998). This shift towards a more open import regime
raised concerns about a potential surge in imports, particularly of essential commodities. The
government implemented measures like "Standing Groups" composed of relevant ministries to
monitor imports and potentially impose temporary safeguards (Gulati & Hoda, 2003).
Additionally, stricter non-tariff barriers such as sanitary and phytosanitary regulations were put
in place (Gulati & Ravikumar, 2013).

The tariff structure also underwent modifications. India's post-URAA tariff bindings involved
high rates, often exceeding 100% for processed agricultural products (Gulati & Ravikumar,
2013). However, a significant gap existed between the bound (maximum permissible) and
applied (actual) tariff rates. This discrepancy provided the government with the flexibility to
raise tariffs within the bound limits (Gulati & Hoda, 2003). Interestingly, despite the high bound
rates, import tariffs for agricultural products actually declined during the 1990s. This could be
attributed to the continued presence of QRs, which effectively restricted imports even before
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significant tariff reductions (Gulati & Ravikumar, 2013).

On the export front, the reforms witnessed a shift away from direct export promotion measures
like cash incentives. However, income tax exemptions for export earnings remained in place
(Gulati & Hoda, 2003). Export restrictions were gradually relaxed, with policy changes
including reductions in the role of State Trading Enterprises (STES) in export control, relaxed
quotas on certain products, and the abolition of minimum export prices (Gulati & Ravikumar,
2013). The establishment of Agricultural Export Zones further aimed to promote exports by
providing infrastructural and logistical support (Gulati & Hoda, 2003). However, export policy
lacked consistency, with frequent changes and the continued requirement of export licenses for
several agricultural products (Gulati & Ravikumar, 2013). Notably, a unique situation in the
late 1990s, characterized by low international prices and high domestic procurement of cereals,
led India to adopt export subsidies for these commodities (Gulati & Hoda, 2003).

While trade reforms at the border exposed the Indian agricultural sector to external competition,
domestic support policies remained largely unchanged. Minimum Support Prices (MSPs) for
key crops and input subsidies for fertilizers, irrigation, and electricity continued to be the
dominant forms of government intervention (Dutt & Sundaram, 2011). The Public Distribution
System (PDS), designed to ensure food security through subsidized distribution of essential
commodities, remained operational but faced criticism for its inefficiencies and urban bias
(Gulati & Hoda, 2003). The persistence of these domestic support measures, coupled with the
dismantling of import restrictions, created an internal contradiction. High MSPs and input
subsidies incentivized production and discouraged exports, potentially leading to accumulating
food grain stocks (Gulati & Ravikumar, 2013). Data from the Government of India (2023)
shows a significant increase in procurement of food grains between 1991 and 2001, highlighting
this trend. Furthermore, the financial burden of input subsidies grew unsustainable (Gulati &
Hoda, 2003).

The piecemeal approach to agricultural trade reforms in the 1990s exposed the limitations of
border-focused liberalization without accompanying domestic reforms. The resulting
imbalances within the agricultural sector necessitated a more comprehensive approach.
Recognizing these challenges, the Indian government established several high-level committees
starting in 1998, such as the High Powered Fertilizer Review Committee chaired by C.H.
Hanumantha Rao (Gulati & Ravikumar, 2013). These committees aimed to formulate
recommendations for streamlining domestic agricultural policies and ensuring their coherence
with the evolving trade regime. Some of the suggested reforms included rationalization of

MSPs, targeted delivery of input subsidies to improve efficiency, and investments in rural
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infrastructure to enhance productivity and competitiveness (Gulati & Hoda, 2003). A crucial
aspect of this transformation involved "rationalizing incentives," a concept encompassing three

key areas: market reforms, price reforms, and input cost reforms (Dutt & Sundaram, 2011).

Market reforms received significant emphasis in various policy documents, including the
National Agriculture Policy (NAP), the Economic Advisory Council (EAC) recommendations,
and the Draft Approach Paper (Gulati & Hoda, 2003). These documents advocated for
dismantling excessive regulations that hindered market efficiency. Proposals included
abolishing controls on licensing, stocking, and movement requirements for agricultural goods
under the Essential Commodities Act (ECA) (Gulati & Ravikumar, 2013). Additionally,
recommendations called for removing levies and decontrolling distribution of certain
commodities like rice and sugar, alongside rationalizing taxes on agricultural products. Further
suggestions involved introducing a warehouse receipt system, promoting pledge financing, and
establishing futures markets for bulk commodities (Gulati & Hoda, 2003). The Milk and Milk
Products Order (MMPOQO), which restricted investments in new processing capacity, was also
targeted for reform (Gulati & Ravikumar, 2013). Similarly, amendments to states' Agricultural
Produce Marketing Regulations (APMC) Acts were proposed to allow contract farming and
direct marketing between buyers and sellers, bypassing established market structures (Gulati &
Hoda, 2003).

While the policy agenda focused heavily on market liberalization, the implementation process
unfolded gradually. Some reforms witnessed early traction. Temporary removal of licensing
restrictions, movement limitations, and allowing futures trading for a select group of
agricultural commodities marked initial progress (Gulati & Ravikumar, 2013). Reforms to the
MMPO aimed at attracting private sector investment in the dairy industry (Gulati & Hoda,
2003). However, the pace of change has been uneven, with the APMC Acts in many states
remaining largely unaltered, potentially hindering the development of a more integrated
national market (Dutt & Sundaram, 2011).

The issue of price reforms presents a more complex picture. The NAP advocated for Minimum
Support Prices (MSPs) for major commodities, but lacked specifics on the level or the targeted
crops (Gulati & Hoda, 2003). In contrast, the EAC emphasized limiting government purchases
through the public procurement system to prevent sharp price falls, challenging the long-held
objective of ensuring "fair prices" to farmers (Dutt & Sundaram, 2011). Some reports proposed
delinking MSPs from procurement through direct income support programs or basing them on
C2 costs (all-inclusive production costs), a significant departure from the existing system
(Gulati & Ravikumar, 2013). Ideally, market forces should determine prices, with MSPs acting
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as a safety net for extreme price drops below A2 costs (out-of-pocket expenses) (Dutt &
Sundaram, 2011). This safety net could involve insurance schemes financed by farmers or short-
term market support operations by the government. Both the EAC and the Task Force on
Agricultural Marketing Reforms emphasized the importance of involving the private sector in
market operations, which can only occur in an environment where pricing reflects market
fundamentals (Gulati & Hoda, 2003).

The third pillar of rationalizing incentives focuses on aligning input prices and costs. The High
Powered Fertilizer Review Committee and the Expenditure Reforms Commission (ERC)
reports primarily addressed reforms in the urea price system, a critical input for Indian
agriculture (Gulati & Hoda, 2003). The ERC recommendations, adopted by the government,
proposed a group-wide retention price system for urea to be phased out gradually, a more
cautious approach compared to the complete removal advocated by the Hanumantha Rao
Committee (Gulati & Ravikumar, 2013). Beyond urea, other reports highlighted the need for
reforms in input pricing across the board. Concerns regarding input subsidies' impact on public
investments in agriculture led to proposals for phasing them out and stimulating a private sector
input supply network (Gulati & Hoda, 2003). The National Water Policy and the EAC
recommendations advocated for rationalizing water fees to cover at least operation and
maintenance costs (Dutt & Sundaram, 2011). Additionally, the EAC suggested privatizing
power distribution, seed development, and sales, aiming to increase efficiency and reduce
reliance on subsidies (Gulati & Hoda, 2003).

While significant efforts have been made towards market reforms, challenges remain. The
limited reach of reforms, particularly regarding APMC Acts, continues to restrict market
integration (Dusgupta, 2001). Additionally, the debate on MSPs continues. Proponents argue
that MSPs provide a crucial safety net for farmers, especially small and marginal landholders,
and abandoning them could lead to income insecurity and distress (Bhagwati & Desai, 1998).
However, critics argue that current MSPs often exceed market prices, leading to inefficiencies
and distortionary effects. They advocate for a more targeted approach, focusing support on

resource-poor farmers and specific commodities (Dutt & Sundaram, 2011).

Import tariffs on agricultural products were lowered, exposing Indian farmers to international
competition (Centre for Sustainable Agriculture, 2014). The weakening of the Minimum
Support Price (MSP) scheme, designed to guarantee a minimum income for farmers by
purchasing certain crops at predetermined prices, further exposed farmers to market fluctuations
(Parliamentary Standing Committee on Agriculture, 2018). Input subsidies on fertilizers and
seeds were also curtailed, placing a heavier financial burden on farmers, particularly small and
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marginal ones (The Hindu, 2018).
(D) Impact on Farmers and Food Security:

The impact of these reforms on farmers has been mixed. While some argue that trade
liberalization has increased the availability of food grains at lower prices (Gulati & Chadha,
2017), others express concern about the potential neglect of domestic staple food production in
favor of high-value cash crops (Dreze & Sen, 1995). Data from the Government of India (2023)
shows a decline in the area under cultivation for rice and wheat, staple food crops, between
2015-16 and 2020-21, while the area under fruits and vegetables has increased. This shift,
coupled with the weakening of public food distribution systems, can exacerbate food insecurity

for the most vulnerable sections of society (Dreze & Sen, 1995).

Furthermore, the withdrawal of government support and exposure to volatile markets have
rendered many small farmers more vulnerable to debt burdens and economic hardship. A 2018
report by the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) of India reveals a worrying trend: farmer
suicides remain a persistent issue, with over 10,000 farmer suicides reported annually between
2015 and 2018. While complex socio-economic factors contribute to farmer suicides, the

economic pressures faced by farmers under neoliberal reforms are undeniable.

The dismantling of state control also paved the way for greater corporate involvement in the
agricultural sector. The rise of contract farming arrangements with private companies offered
some farmers access to markets and technical expertise. However, concerns emerged regarding
the potential exploitation of farmers, with companies dictating terms and squeezing profit
margins (Centre for Agrarian Research and Studies, CARS, 2012). The dominance of large
supermarket chains further exacerbated this trend, as they exerted greater control over retail
prices and marketing, further squeezing profits for farmers (Commission for Agricultural Costs
and Prices (CACP), 2011). Data from the Agricultural Market Infrastructure and Information
System (AMII) of India reveals a significant increase in the number of supermarkets and
hypermarkets across the country, indicating a growing role of corporate players in the

agricultural value chain.

V. OVERVIEW OF KEY LEGISLATIONS AND AMENDMENTS PERTAINING TO

AGRICULTURE SINCE INDEPENDENCE

Focus Area Legislation/Amendment Year Description
Abolished the zamindari system,
Land Reforms | Zamindari Abolition Acts 1948-1955 transferring ownership rights to
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tenants (state-specific)
Agricultural Tenancy Acts |(various states) -
Ceiling on Land Holdings Acts|(various states) -
Empowers government to regulate
1955 production, supply, and distribution
(Amended | of essential commodities (debates
Essential Commodities Act 2013, 2020) exist on amendments)
Established Agricultural Prices
Commission (now CACP) to
recommend Minimum Support
Agricultural Prices Prices (MSPs) for essential
Commission Act 1965 (Active) agricultural commodities
Established Food Corporation of
Market India (FCI) for market intervention,
Regulation & buffer stock management, and PDS
Price Support Food Corporations Act 1964 (Active) distribution
Laid groundwork for specialized
Banking Regulation Act 1949 (Active) | agricultural financing institutions
State Cooperative Acts (various states) -
Established NABARD for
National Bank for Agriculture channeling credit to farmers and
and Rural Development Act | 1982 (Active) rural entrepreneurs
Established APEDA to promote
agricultural and processed food
Credit & product exports, facilitating credit
Financing APEDA Act 1986 (Active) access
Established regulated markets
(mandis) for agricultural produce
APMC Acts (various states) (state-specific)

Marketing and
Infrastructure

Warehouse Development and
Regulation Act

2007 (Active)

Promotes development of
warehousing facilities for
agricultural produce, reducing post-
harvest losses

National Agricultural Market
(NAM) Scheme

2015 (Active)

Established online platform for
trading agricultural commodities
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across states, improving farmer
market access
1960
Prevention of Cruelty to (Amended Protects animals from cruelty and
Animals Act multiple times) regulates their treatment
Livestock Improvement Acts |(various states) -
Livestock & 2002 Regulates production, processing,
Animal (Amended | distribution, and marketing of milk
Husbandry Milk & Milk Products Act 2019) and milk products
Entitles eligible households to
National Food Security Act | 2013 (Active) |subsidized food grains through PDS
Soil & Water Conservation
Other Acts (various states) -
Important Biotechnology Regulatory |(various acts &
Legislations Framework regulations) -

Established ICAR as the apex body
for coordinating, promoting, and
guiding agricultural research and

Agricultural ICAR Act 1966 (Active) education
Research & | State Agricultural Universities
Education Acts (various states) -
Introduced crop insurance scheme
1991 for natural calamity losses (replaced
NAIS Scheme (Superseded) by PMFBY)
Replaced NAIS, offering a broader
Agricultural crop insurance scheme with options
Insurance PMFBY Scheme 2016 (Active) and subsidies for farmers
Draft model act providing a
2018 (Not framework for contract farming
enacted arrangements and protecting farmer
Model Contract Farming Act nationally) interests
Contract Promotes formation and functioning
Farming & of FPOs for collective bargaining,
FPOs FPO Act 2020 (Active) input access, and market
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improvement

Organic
Farming &
Sustainable

Practices

National Programme for
Organic Production (NPOP)

2000 (Active)

Central government program
promoting organic farming through
certification, standards, and support

services

Paramparagat Krishi Vikas
Yojana (PKVY)

2015 (Active)

Central government scheme
promoting traditional and organic
farming practices with a focus on

soil health and resource
conservation

Climate
Change &
Disaster
Management

National Disaster Management
Act

2005 (Active)

Establishes a framework for disaster
management, including
preparedness, mitigation, and
response to natural disasters
impacting agriculture

Climate Change Action Plan

2008 (Active)

Outlines strategies for adapting
Indian agriculture to climate change
impacts, promoting drought-
resistant varieties and water
conservation practices

Foreign
Investment in
Agriculture

FDI Policy in Agriculture

(Ongoing
Policy)

Government regulations governing
the extent and nature of foreign
investment permitted in specific

agricultural sectors

V1. DEFINING THE INDIAN AGRARIAN CRISIS

(A)Background

India, a nation cradled by fertile plains and rich agricultural heritage, now faces a crisis that

threatens the very foundation of its food security and economy. For the sake of simplicity, we

can see the crisis as having two facets®- the livelihood crisis and the agricultural development

crisis.

The livelihood crisis strikes at the core of rural sustenance, where small and marginal farmers,

alongside agricultural labourers, grapple with the harsh realities of dwindling incomes,

insufficient resources, and mounting debts, often culminating tragically in suicides borne out of

3 Mech, Annesha. "Agrarian Crisis in India." Social Science Journal of Gargaon College, Volume VI, January
2018, ISSN 2320-0138.

© 2024. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities

[ISSN 2581-5369)]


https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/

1713 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 7 Iss 3; 1685]

despair. It's a harrowing narrative where families struggle to secure even their basic needs,
facing hunger and destitution as agricultural yields fail to meet expectations, and market forces

conspire against their meagre earnings.

Conversely, the agricultural development crisis encapsulates a broader systemic issue,
transcending individual struggles to encompass the collective stagnation of the agricultural
sector. This facet is characterised by a marked absence of growth and progress, stemming from
systemic failures such as inadequate infrastructure, outdated farming practices, and a lack of
effective governmental policies. Soil degradation, dwindling fertility, and diminishing
productivity plague the land, posing a grave threat to national food security. (Government of
India 2007, Reddy and Mishra 2009).

It must be noted that these two facets are not isolated phenomena. For example- Consider Raj,
a farmer, due to a lack of access to bank loans for proper equipment and seeds (banks might
prefer giving loans for fancy cars in the city), Raj has to rely on expensive loans from local
moneylenders. This burden cuts into his profits even if his harvest isn't great (low yields due to
various reasons). Low profits make it even harder to repay the debt, trapping Raj in a cycle of
poverty. Thus, the struggle of an Indian farmer or agricultural labourer cannot be divorced from
the broader socio-economic context. They are intricately linked in a vicious cycle. The

stagnation of the agricultural sector directly impacts farmer livelihoods, and vice-versa.

This crisis, a complex web of economic, social, and environmental factors, extends beyond the
traditional agricultural regions, pervading even prosperous agricultural zones with relatively
higher levels of commercialisation which have adopted more advanced techniques. In fact, as
explained further, this seemingly “rural” crisis is not divorced from urbanised areas, as the same

underlying processes interconnect them as well as the broader global landscape.

Therefore the agrarian crisis is comprehensive, all-encompassing, reaching almost every crop,

touching almost every sector.

At the core of the crisis lies its biggest symptom- the overwhelming burden of debt carried by
Indian farmers. Data from the National Sample Survey Organization (NSSO) paints a bleak
picture. Between 1991 and 2003, the proportion of farm households in debt surged from 26%
to a staggering 48.6% (NSSO Report No. 501 (61st round)). Estimates indicate that this trend
persists, with over 80% of Indian farmers currently grappling with debt (Verghese, 2020).

The debt trap arguably stems from a wide spectrum of factors such as the dismantling of
traditional support systems, including input subsidies and price controls, which coincided with

a significant rise in input costs like fertilisers, pesticides, and fuel. This cost-price squeeze,
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coupled with volatile market prices for crops, has left many farmers struggling to make ends
meet (Chand, 2018). A study by the Centre for Agrarian Studies (CAS) in Andhra Pradesh
found that between 2014 and 2017, the average cost of cultivating one acre of cotton increased
by 25%, while the market price for cotton remained stagnant (Rao, 2018). The lack of access to
formal credit channels further exacerbates the situation. Farmers are forced to rely on informal
lenders who charge exorbitant interest rates, often exceeding 24% per annum (Chandrasekhar,
2010). These exorbitant rates trap farmers in a vicious cycle of debt, where even a good harvest
may not be enough to break free. As VVandana Shiva, a prominent environmental activist, points
out, this system fosters a culture of "debt peonage,” where farmers become virtual serfs to
moneylenders (Shiva, 2008). The devastating consequences of this debt burden are reflected in
the alarming number of farmer suicides. According to the National Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB), over 11,290 farmers and agricultural labourers took their own lives in 2022 alone
(NCRB, 2023). This translates to at least one farmer taking their life every hour®’, painting a
grim picture of the desperation and despair gripping rural India. P. Sainath, a veteran journalist
who extensively covered the agrarian crisis, termed this phenomenon "agrarian distress
suicides™ (Sainath, 2005). The period between 1997 and 2007 witnessed a particularly
devastating wave of farmer suicides, with an estimated 182,936 farmers succumbing to despair
(Jayaraman & Kumar, 2013). These numbers likely underestimate the true extent of the crisis,
as underreporting and the exclusion of vulnerable groups, such as women farmers, remain a
concern (Bhatia & Dreze, 2015).

However, it is pertinent to note that the crisis extends beyond the immediate tragedy of farmer
suicides. It casts a long shadow over India's food security. The stark reality of hunger amidst
apparent abundance is evident in recent data. The 2023 Global Hunger Index (GHI) paints a
concerning picture, ranking India at a concerning 111th position out of 125 countries. This
ranking, along with a GHI score of 28.7, which indicates a "serious™ level of hunger, highlights
the significant hurdles India faces in achieving food security. Furthermore, the Food and
Agriculture Organization's (FAQO) "The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2023"
report sheds further light on the issue. It estimates that a staggering 14.4% of the Indian
population, roughly 189.2 million people, were undernourished during the period 2016-2018
[2]. This translates to millions of individuals struggling to meet their basic daily dietary

requirements. India's food security paradox exposes glaring inefficiencies within its food

37 Shagun, "One farmer/farm laborer dies by suicide every hour in India: NCRB data," Down to Earth, December
4, 2023, https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/agriculture/one-farmer-farm-labourer-dies-by-suicide-every-hour-
in-india-ncrb-data-93184.
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storage, distribution, and access system. Wastage due to inadequate storage facilities and a lack
of robust market infrastructure is estimated to be as high as 25% for some crops (Kumar et al.,
2015). This wasted produce could potentially feed millions who are currently undernourished.

(B) A Shrinking Workforce and Declining Productivity:

The declining profitability of agriculture in India is not just squeezing the margins of current
farmers; it is also acting as a powerful disincentive for younger generations to enter the sector.
This trend, coupled with rural-urban migration, is leading to a shrinking agricultural workforce
and a decline in overall agricultural productivity, posing a significant threat to India's future
food security. Various factors contribute to the declining appeal of agriculture for younger

generations:

Economic Uncertainty: The chronic problem of low and volatile farm incomes, coupled with
the burden of debt, makes agriculture a financially unattractive career option for young people
compared to the perceived stability and higher wages offered by urban jobs (Singh et al., 2015).
A 2016 study by the Centre for Sustainable Agriculture (CSA) in Andhra Pradesh found that
82% of rural youth surveyed expressed a desire to migrate to cities for better employment
opportunities (CSA, 2016).

Lack of Infrastructure and Social Security: Rural areas often lack basic infrastructure and
amenities like quality education, healthcare facilities, and social security benefits. This
discourages young people from pursuing a career in agriculture, as they aspire for a better

quality of life for themselves and their families (Mitra & Nagaraj, 2017).

Perception of Agriculture as Manual Labor: Agriculture is often perceived as a physically
demanding and low-skilled profession. The lack of investment in modernising agricultural
practices and skilling the workforce further reinforces this negative image, making it less
appealing to young people with aspirations for higher education and professional careers (Sen,

2013). The decline in the agricultural workforce has several negative consequences:

Reduced Farmland Cultivation: As the number of farmers decreases, so does the amount of land
being cultivated. This can lead to a decline in overall agricultural production, impacting food
security (Gulati & Narayanan, 2011).

Aging Farmer Population: The aging of the farmer population poses a challenge for the transfer
of agricultural knowledge and skills to younger generations. This can lead to a decline in

agricultural productivity and efficiency over time (Chandrasekhar, 2013).

Knowledge Gap and Technological Adoption: A younger workforce is often more receptive to
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new technologies and innovations in agriculture. A shrinking workforce with an aging
demographic may be less inclined to adopt new practices, hindering the modernization of the
agricultural sector (Kumar & Goyal, 2019).

Soil Degradation: The Green Revolution's reliance on chemical fertilizers and pesticides has
had a devastating impact on soil health. Nearly 120.4 million hectares of land in India are
affected by various forms of degradation, including water and wind erosion, waterlogging, and
soil alkalinity, according to the Indian Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR). The skewed
application ratio of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium fertilizers (8.2:3.2:1 compared to the
recommended 4:2:1) disrupts the natural balance of nutrients in the soil. This not only reduces
soil fertility but also harms beneficial soil microorganisms crucial for nutrient cycling and
decomposition. A 2010 study by the National Bureau of Soil Survey and Land Use Planning
(NBSS&LUP) revealed that over 48% of Indian soils suffer from deficiencies in micronutrients
like zinc, iron, and boron (NBSS&LUP, 2010). These deficiencies further impact crop yields,

creating a vicious cycle for farmers.

Water Scarcity: India already faces a water-stressed situation, with per capita water availability
declining steadily (World Bank, 2023). Agriculture is the largest consumer of water, accounting
for about 80% of total water usage (Government of India, 2020). The over-extraction of
groundwater for irrigation has led to a decline in water tables in many regions. A 2020 report
by the Central Ground Water Board (CGWB) revealed that over 60% of India's major aquifers
are categorized as "critical" or "over-exploited” (CGWB, 2020). This depletion not only
threatens future agricultural productivity but also impacts rural water security for drinking and

sanitation purposes.

Climate Change: Climate change further exacerbates water scarcity through erratic rainfall
patterns, rising temperatures, and increased frequency of droughts. A 2010 study by the Indian
Institute of Management Ahmedabad (IIMA) predicted that climate change could reduce India's
agricultural output by up to 4-5% by 2050 (IIMA, 2010). These changes not only disrupt
traditional agricultural calendars and crop cycles but also increase the vulnerability of crops to

pests and diseases.
Loss of Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services

The intensive use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides not only disrupts soil health but also

disrupts natural ecosystems.

Pollination: Excessive use of pesticides harms pollinators like bees and butterflies, crucial for

ensuring fruit and vegetable production. A 2015 study by the National Bureau of Agricultural
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Insect Resources (NBAIR) reported a decline in pollinator populations across India, with some

species facing extinction threats (NBAIR, 2015).

Natural Predators: Pesticides also kill natural predators of agricultural pests, leading to
resurgence of pest populations and the need for even more pesticide application, creating a

vicious cycle.

Loss of Soil Microorganisms: Chemical fertilizers and soil degradation can harm vital soil
microorganisms that play a crucial role in nutrient cycling and decomposition. This further
reduces soil fertility and productivity in the long run.

The environmental degradation associated with intensive agriculture also poses public health

risks such as-

Water Pollution: Contamination of water bodies with agricultural runoff containing fertilizers,
pesticides, and herbicides can lead to serious health problems. A 2018 report by the Centre for
Science and Environment (CSE) found alarming levels of nitrate contamination in groundwater
across several Indian states, raising concerns about potential health risks like

methemoglobinemia, particularly for infants (CSE, 2018).

Food Safety: The use of pesticides raises concerns about food safety. Residual pesticide levels
in crops can pose health risks for consumers. A 2016 study by the Consumer Unity & Trust
Society (CUTS) found that over 60% of fruit and vegetable samples collected from Indian

markets contained pesticide residues exceeding permissible limits (CUTS, 2016).
(C) Environmental Degradation and Livelihoods

The environmental degradation caused by unsustainable agricultural practices not only impacts
long-term food security but also creates a vicious cycle for farmers. Water scarcity and
declining soil fertility lead to reduced agricultural productivity, pushing farmers to cultivate
marginal lands and further overuse resources. This further exacerbates environmental problems,

creating a situation where farmers struggle to make ends meet and escape the debt trap.
The Grip of Corporate Farming: A Predatory Force

While the issues discussed so far paint a grim picture, the crisis is further exacerbated by the
growing influence of corporate farming. Scholars like Utsa Patnaik and P. Sainath argue that
this corporate control is not merely economic but extends to a systematic takeover of the entire
agricultural ecosystem (Patnaik, 2018) (Sainath, 2007).

(D) Market Manipulation and Squeeze on Profits

Large corporations exert significant control over the agriculture sector through various means:
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Control of Seed Market: Corporations like Monsanto and Syngenta have aggressively pushed
genetically modified seeds (GMOs), often displacing traditional, locally adapted varieties. The
high cost of these seeds and associated intellectual property restrictions increase input costs for

farmers, making them reliant on corporations (Shiva, 2016).

Monopoly Power in Input Market: A handful of corporations dominate the market for
fertilizers, pesticides, and other agricultural inputs. This allows them to dictate prices, further

squeezing farmer profits (Patnaik, 2018).

Unfair Pricing in Output Market: Corporations often dictate the price that farmers receive for
their produce, leaving them with little bargaining power. This, coupled with volatile market
fluctuations, often results in farmers receiving a lower price than the cost of production
(Bhattacharya, 2018).

Furthermore, the declining profitability of agriculture discourages younger generations from
entering the sector. This trend, coupled with rural-urban migration, leads to a shrinking
agricultural workforce and a decline in overall agricultural productivity, further jeopardizing

future food security (Gulati & Narayanan, 2011).

The relentless pursuit of short-term profits has also disregarded the long-term sustainability of
agricultural practices. The overuse of chemical fertilizers, particularly urea, has resulted in an
imbalanced NPK (Nitrogen, Phosphorus, Potassium) application ratio. This has led to
widespread soil and water pollution, diminishing biodiversity, and declining soil vitality (Ladha
et al., 2005). A study by the Indian Agricultural Research Institute (IARI) found that over 40%
of agricultural land in India suffers from micronutrient deficiencies, further impacting crop
yields (Takkar & Singh, 2014).

Water scarcity, further exacerbated by climate change and unsustainable irrigation practices,
poses a significant threat to future agricultural productivity. India is already classified as a
water-stressed nation, with per capita water availability declining steadily (World Bank, 2023).
Over-extraction of groundwater for irrigation has led to a decline in water tables in many

regions, making agriculture increasingly dependent on

"All progress in capitalist agriculture is a progress in the art, not only of robbing the worker,
but of robbing the soil... Capitalist production, therefore, only develops the techniques and the
degree of combination of the social process of production by simultaneously undermining the

original sources of all wealth- the soil and the worker." - Capital Vol. I, Karl Marx

This crisis, a complex web of economic, social, and environmental factors, gripping Indian

agriculture can be traced to a single, powerful force: the relentless march of corporate farming.
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K. Nagaraj of the Madras Institute of Development Studies aptly describes the current situation
as "predatory commercialization." Corporations are not content with simply influencing the
market; they are actively exerting control over the entire agricultural ecosystem. This control
extends beyond production to the privatization of water resources, a vital element in a water-

scarce nation.

Market forces further squeeze farmers. While the costs of essential agricultural inputs like seeds
and fertilizers have risen significantly, the prices that farmers receive for their produce often
remain stagnant or even decline. For instance, the cost of cultivating cotton in Vidharbha has
skyrocketed from Rs. 2500 in 1991 to a staggering Rs. 13,000 in recent years, while the price

received by farmers for their cotton has remained unchanged since 1994.

This scenario creates a situation where farmers struggle to make ends meet, let alone repay their
mounting debt. Land fragmentation further complicates the crisis. This fragmentation reduces
the feasibility of mechanization and increases operational costs for small and marginal farmers.
The Green Revolution's reliance on chemical fertilizers and pesticides has had a devastating
impact on the environment. Nearly 120.4 million hectares of land in India are affected by
various forms of degradation, such as water and wind erosion, waterlogging, and soil alkalinity,
according to the Indian Council of Agricultural Research. The skewed application ratio of
nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium fertilizers (8.2:3.2:1 compared to the recommended 4:2:1)
disrupts the natural balance of nutrients in the soil. The excessive use of agrochemicals has not
only damaged ecosystems but also posed health risks to farmers and consumers. The data paints
a grim picture of the multifaceted crisis plaguing Indian agriculture. The crushing burden of
debt, unfair market dynamics, land fragmentation, and environmental degradation are just some
of the factors contributing to this crisis. Water scarcity, further exacerbated by climate change
and unsustainable irrigation practices, poses a significant threat to future agricultural
productivity. India is already classified as a water-stressed nation, with per capita water
availability declining steadily (World Bank, 2023). Over-extraction of groundwater for

irrigation has led to a decline in water tables in many regions.
(E) Predatory Commercialization and Dismantling of Support Systems:

Over the past two decades, government policies have systematically dismantled the traditional
support systems that once protected farmers. Subsidies and price controls have been reduced,
while sectors like seed production have been opened wide to corporate influence. This
dismantling, often driven by international financial institutions like the World Bank and IMF,

has had a devastating impact. Indian agriculture, dominated by millions of small-scale farmers,
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is now exposed to the volatile and unpredictable forces of global markets. This exposure has
plunged countless farmers into a spiral of debt and instability, forcing many to abandon their
ancestral lands.

The consequences of corporate dominance are nothing short of catastrophic. Nearly eight
million farmers have been displaced from their fields, constituting one of the largest mass
exoduses witnessed in human history. Between 1997 and 2007 alone, an estimated 182,936
farmers tragically ended their lives. It is crucial to acknowledge that this figure likely
underestimates the true scale of the devastation, as underreporting and the exclusion of

vulnerable groups, such as women farmers, remain a concern.

Debt is a common thread weaving through these tragedies. The percentage of farm households
burdened by debt has skyrocketed in recent decades, leaping from 26% to a staggering 48.6%
between 1991 and 1992. The shift towards water-intensive cash crops, coupled with rising input
costs and a declining water table, has exacerbated the financial burden on farmers. With formal
credit channels becoming increasingly inaccessible, many are forced to turn to informal lenders
and input dealers who exploit their desperation with exorbitant interest rates and unfair

practices.

The agricultural crisis extends far beyond the rural landscape. It widens the pre-existing urban-
rural divide and contributes to a national crisis of inequality. While millions of farmers struggle
for subsistence, a privileged few —a mere 51 billionaires in India — amass obscene wealth. This
growing disparity reflects the broader trend of neoliberal globalization, where short-term profits
are prioritized over human well-being. Speculative capital, corporate greed, and a concerning
lack of government intervention have fueled the hyper-commercialization of agriculture,

perpetuating a cycle of misery for millions of farmers.
POST-INDEPENDENCE INDIAN AGRICULTURE

The story of post-independence Indian agriculture is one of remarkable transformation. From a
nation grappling with food insecurity, India emerged as a major agricultural producer. However,
this success story has unfolded within a complex interplay of domestic policies and external
pressures exerted by powerful global institutions. This chapter delves into the influence of the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, World Trade Organization (WTO), and
multinational corporations (MNCs) on India's agricultural policy framework. Through critical
analysis, it explores how these entities have championed trade liberalization and market
deregulation, often at the cost of long-term agricultural sustainability and farmer welfare. The

chapter further examines how these external pressures have shaped recent agricultural reforms
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in India, highlighting the ongoing tensions between economic integration and the pursuit of

food security and farmer well-being.

(A)The Early Decades: State Intervention and the Quest for Food Security (1947-
1970s)

The immediate post-independence period in India was characterized by a state-centric approach
to agriculture. The specter of widespread food shortages loomed large, necessitating a focus on

achieving self-sufficiency. This period witnessed the following key developments:

The Green Revolution: In the 1960s, India embraced the Green Revolution, a technology-driven
approach that introduced high-yielding varieties (HYVs) of seeds, coupled with subsidized
irrigation and fertilizers. This resulted in a significant increase in food production, particularly
wheat and rice (Dawe, 2007).

Limited Trade Liberalization: To ensure price stability and protect domestic producers from
volatile global markets, international trade in agricultural commodities remained restricted
during this period (Gulati, 2008).

This early model, despite its limitations in terms of environmental sustainability and social
equity, laid the foundation for India’s agricultural transformation. However, the 1970s and 80s
witnessed a global shift towards economic liberalism, which profoundly impacted India's

agricultural policy trajectory.
The Rise of Neoliberalism and the Ascendancy of International Organizations (1970s-1990s)

The 1970s saw a global economic slowdown coupled with rising oil prices. This period marked
the ascendancy of neoliberal economic principles, emphasizing free markets, reduced state
intervention, and trade liberalization. International financial institutions (IFIs) like the World
Bank and IMF played a pivotal role in promoting these ideas in developing countries, including
India.

Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPS): Debt-ridden developing countries, including India,
were compelled to adopt SAPs in the 1980s. These programs aimed to restructure economies to

facilitate debt repayment. Key features of SAPs included:

Reducing State Support: SAPs called for a rollback of government subsidies for fertilizers,

irrigation, and credit, impacting farmers' access to crucial inputs (Jha, 2010).

Trade Liberalization: SAPs emphasized dismantling trade barriers to promote greater

integration with the global market.

The World Trade Organization and the Agreement on Agriculture (AoA): Established in 1995,
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the WTO further entrenched neoliberal principles in global agriculture. The AoA, a set of rules

governing agricultural trade, had a significant impact on India:

Limited Policy Flexibility: The AoA restricted developing countries' ability to protect their
domestic markets through tariffs and quotas, exposing them to competition from heavily

subsidized agricultural products from developed countries (McMichael, 2009).

Subsidy Disparity: Developed countries, particularly the US and EU, continued to provide
substantial subsidies to their agricultural sectors, creating an uneven playing field for
developing countries like India (Patel, 2013).

The influence of these institutions, coupled with India's own economic liberalization efforts in

the 1990s, significantly altered the policy landscape for Indian agriculture.
The Impact of Trade Liberalization and Market Deregulation: A Double-Edged Sword

The policy changes driven by international institutions and India's own liberalization efforts

have had a complex and multifaceted impact on Indian agriculture:

Increased Vulnerability: Trade liberalization exposed Indian farmers to competition from
heavily subsidized agribusinesses in developed countries, putting downward pressure on prices
for Indian agricultural products (Gulati & Chadha, 2007). This posed a significant challenge for

small and marginal farmers, who often operate on thin profit margins.

Declining State Support: Reduced government subsidies for inputs and credit, a consequence
of SAPs, increased the cost of cultivation for Indian farmers. This, coupled with volatile market
prices, resulted in a decline in farm profitability and increased rural indebtedness (Bhalla &
Roy, 2012).

VII. THE NATIONAL CoMMISSION ON FARMERS (NCF): A BEACON FOR
MITIGATING THE AGRARIAN CRISIS IN INDIA
The Indian agricultural sector, the backbone of the nation's economy, grapples with a persistent
challenge — the agrarian crisis. Manifested by farmer suicides, declining incomes, and
stagnating productivity, this crisis demands urgent solutions. In this context, the M.S.

Swaminathan Committee Report (NCF Report) stands as a landmark document offering a

comprehensive roadmap for agricultural reform.
(A)History and Context

The National Commission on Farmers (NCF), chaired by renowned agricultural scientist Prof.

M.S. Swaminathan, was constituted in 2004. The backdrop for this commission was a period of
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increasing farmer suicides, particularly in cotton-growing regions of Maharashtra and Andhra
Pradesh. Mounting rural indebtedness, volatile markets, and insufficient government support
were identified as key contributing factors [4]. The NCF submitted five reports between 2004
and 2006, with the final report focusing on the root causes of agrarian distress and suggesting a

multi-pronged approach for revival.

Foremost among the catalysts propelling the establishment of the NCF was the alarming surge
in farmer suicides, particularly prevalent in the cotton-growing belts of Maharashtra and Andhra
Pradesh. These tragic occurrences weren't isolated incidents but symptomatic of deeper
systemic maladies plaguing Indian agriculture. The period leading up to 2004 witnessed a

convergence of factors pushing farmers to the brink of despair.

1. Mounting Rural Indebtedness: Indian agriculture has long been entrenched in a cycle of
indebtedness, with farmers heavily reliant on informal credit sources such as moneylenders
charging exorbitant interest rates. Poor harvests compounded by volatile market conditions

often rendered farmers unable to repay loans, perpetuating a vicious cycle of debt bondage.

2. Volatile Markets: Agricultural markets in India grappled with significant price fluctuations,
where bumper harvests led to market gluts and plummeting prices, while poor harvests resulted
in severe shortages and price spikes. This inherent market instability posed formidable

challenges for farmers in planning and securing a stable income.

3. Insufficient Government Support: Despite concerted efforts, government interventions in
support of agriculture often fell short or encountered implementation bottlenecks. Limited
access to irrigation facilities, inadequate storage infrastructure, and a dearth of essential inputs
like fertilizers and pesticides further exacerbated farmers' predicaments.

While the initial focus centered on cotton-growing regions, the agricultural crisis transcended
geographic boundaries. Farmers cultivating diverse crops such as sugarcane, pulses, and
vegetables faced analogous challenges. Distress wasn't confined to specific locales but
reverberated across the nation, manifesting in reports of farmer suicides from various corners
of the countryThe escalating toll of farmer suicides galvanized public sentiment and spurred
national attention to the plight of farmers. Media coverage and widespread public outcry
underscored the urgency of addressing the crisis. Recognizing the social and economic
ramifications of a faltering agricultural sector, political leaders rallied to confront the issue
head-on.

The establishment of the NCF in 2004 marked a watershed moment in addressing agrarian

distress. By appointing a luminary like Prof. Swaminathan and entrusting the commission with
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the comprehensive task of probing the underlying causes of farmer distress, the government
signaled a steadfast commitment to finding enduring solutions. While immediate intervention
to curb farmer suicides was imperative, the NCF's mandate transcended short-term fixes. Its
overarching objective was to delve into the root causes of the crisis and chart a course toward a
more sustainable and resilient agricultural landscape. The NCF's series of reports, culminating
in the comprehensive roadmap outlined in 2006, laid the groundwork for revitalizing Indian
agriculture. The establishment of the NCF serves as a poignant acknowledgment of farmer
distress as a pressing national concern. Delving into the historical milieu surrounding its
inception offers profound insights into the challenges confronting Indian agriculture. As the
nation continues its quest for a more equitable and prosperous agricultural sector, the legacy of
the NCF endures as a guiding beacon on this arduous yet imperative journey.

The NCF report made several crucial observations regarding the agrarian crisis:

Declining profitability: The report highlighted a critical issue — the widening gap between the
cost of cultivation and the Minimum Support Price (MSP) offered by the government for crops.
Data from the Commission for Agricultural Costs and Prices (CACP) reveals this disparity. For
instance, in 2023, the MSP for paddy was 31940 per quintal, while the cost of cultivation (C2)
was estimated at X1511 per quintal. This translates to a profit margin of only 28.4%, which is

insufficient for farmers, especially considering the risks associated with agriculture [1].

Land fragmentation and degradation: The report noted the problem of shrinking landholdings
due to population growth and inheritance laws. This fragmentation hinders productivity and
investment in agricultural technologies. Additionally, land degradation due to overuse of

chemicals and unsustainable practices was identified as a major concern [2].

Inadequate access to credit and irrigation: The report pointed towards the limited access to
institutional credit faced by small and marginal farmers, forcing them to rely on exploitative
moneylenders. Furthermore, inadequate irrigation infrastructure and unreliable water supply

were observed as significant constraints on agricultural output [3].
(B) Relevance to Mitigating the Agrarian Crisis
The NCF report's recommendations hold immense relevance in addressing the agrarian crisis:

Ensuring remunerative prices: The report's central recommendation is to fix MSPs at least 50%
higher than the C2 cost of production. This would provide farmers with a guaranteed minimum
profit margin and incentivize investment in agriculture. A 2017 study by the Centre for
Sustainable Agriculture (CSA) found that implementing this recommendation could

significantly improve farmer income security [5].
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Promoting investment in agriculture: The report emphasizes the need for increased public
investment in rural infrastructure, irrigation facilities, and research and development (R&D) for
new crop varieties and sustainable farming practices. A 2020 report by the National Bank for
Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD) highlights that increased public investment in

irrigation has a positive impact on agricultural productivity [6].

Strengthening credit delivery systems: The report advocates for streamlining credit delivery
mechanisms to ensure easy access to institutional credit for farmers at competitive interest rates.
This could involve strengthening farmer-producer organizations (FPOs) and promoting
microfinance initiatives. A 2018 study by the International Food Policy Research Institute
(IFPRI) demonstrates that access to credit allows farmers to invest in improved inputs and

technologies, leading to higher yields and incomes [7].

Land reforms and resource management: The report recommends land reforms to address
fragmentation and ensure equitable land distribution. Additionally, it emphasizes sustainable

land management practices to improve soil health and water conservation.
Several studies have shown the potential impact of implementing the NCF recommendations:

A 2016 study by the Institute for Social and Economic Change (ISEC) found that states with

higher MSPs for crops generally witnessed lower farmer suicide rates [8].

A 2019 report by the NITI Aayog suggests that investments in irrigation infrastructure,
particularly micro-irrigation, can significantly improve water use efficiency and agricultural
productivity [9].

A 2021 study by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) demonstrates that increased credit availability

to the agricultural sector has a positive correlation with agricultural GDP growth [10].
Challenges and the Way Forward
Despite its comprehensive nature, the NCF report faces challenges in implementation:

e Political will and resource allocation: Ensuring sustained political commitment and
allocating adequate budgetary resources are crucial for effective implementation of the

NCF recommendations.

e Market dynamics and trade agreements: Global trade agreements and volatile market

prices can pose challenges to guaranteeing remunerative prices for farmers.

e Institutional capacity building: Strengthening institutions at the ground level, such as
agricultural extension services and farmer cooperatives, is essential for effective

delivery of support programs.
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(C)Conclusion

The M.S. Swaminathan Committee Report offers a well-defined roadmap for addressing the
complex issue of agrarian distress in India. By focusing on ensuring remunerative prices,
promoting investment in agriculture, strengthening credit delivery systems, and advocating for
land and resource management reforms, the report provides a framework for sustainable
agricultural development. While challenges exist in implementation, the data-driven evidence
highlights the potential impact of these recommendations. Embracing the spirit of the NCF
report and adopting a holistic approach that addresses the root causes of the crisis hold the key

to revitalizing India's agricultural sector and ensuring the well-being of its farmers.
VIIl. REIMAGINING INDIAN AGRICULTURE—A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

Indian agriculture, the backbone of the nation's economy and food security, faces immense
challenges. Unsustainable practices, inadequate support structures, and a volatile market
environment often leave farmers vulnerable. This chapter argues for a paradigm shift,
advocating for sustainable reforms that prioritize food security, farmer well-being, and
environmental protection. It draws inspiration from the visionary recommendations of the M.S.

Swaminathan Committee report (2006), proposing an alternative vision for Indian agriculture.
(A) The M.S. Swaminathan Committee Report: A Foundation for Reform

The M.S. Swaminathan Committee report, commissioned by the Government of India, provides
a comprehensive framework for agricultural reform. It emphasizes the need for a "National
Policy for Farmers" that ensures their economic viability and social justice (Swaminathan
Committee Report, 2006). The report highlights several crucial recommendations, which form

the cornerstone of this chapter's proposed reforms:

e Guaranteed Minimum Support Prices (MSPs): The report advocates for MSPs that
are substantially higher than the cost of production, ensuring a minimum return for
farmers' produce (Swaminathan Committee Report, 2006). This measure aims to

incentivize production, prevent distress sales, and guarantee a fair income for farmers.

e Universal Loan Waivers: Chronic farmer indebtedness is a significant issue in India.
The report suggests universal loan waivers as a one-time measure to alleviate existing
debt burdens and provide a fresh start (Swaminathan Committee Report, 2006).
However, it emphasizes the need for long-term solutions like accessible credit facilities

with lower interest rates.
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Investment in Rural Infrastructure and Irrigation Projects: The report highlights
the urgent need for investment in rural infrastructure, including improved transportation
facilities, storage, and marketing networks. Additionally, it emphasizes the importance
of robust irrigation projects to ensure water security and reduce dependence on erratic

rainfall patterns (Swaminathan Committee Report, 2006).

Public Procurement of Agricultural Produce: The report suggests strengthening
public procurement systems to guarantee a market for farmers' produce at MSPs. This
would prevent exploitation by middlemen and ensure minimum income security

(Swaminathan Committee Report, 2006).

Promotion of Organic Farming and Sustainable Practices: The report advocates for
a shift towards organic farming and sustainable agricultural practices. This includes
promoting crop diversification, soil health management, and integrated pest
management (IPM) techniques (Swaminathan Committee Report, 2006). These
practices aim to reduce reliance on chemical inputs, improve soil fertility, and promote

environmental sustainability.

(B) Elaborating the Reform Agenda

1. Ensuring Food Security and Farmer Livelihoods:

Effective Implementation of MSPs: Guaranteed MSPs, based on a comprehensive
C2+50% formula (cost of production + 50%), would provide a safety net for farmers
and incentivize production of essential food crops (Chand, 2021). This would ensure
food security by encouraging farmers to continue production and discouraging a shift

towards less essential, but potentially more profitable, crops.

Direct Income Support: Schemes like PM-KISAN can be further strengthened with
increased financial assistance to supplement farm income and address income volatility
(Chand, 2021). This can provide a much-needed social safety net for vulnerable farmers,

particularly small and marginal landholders.

Debt Relief and Credit Restructuring: While loan waivers offer temporary relief,
long-term solutions like accessible credit facilities with subsidized interest rates are
crucial. Additionally, exploring microfinance options and promoting farmer producer
organizations (FPOs) can empower farmers to negotiate better loan terms (Kumar,
2023).

2. Building Resilient Infrastructure and Market Systems:
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Modernization of Rural Infrastructure: Investment in rural infrastructure, including
transportation networks, storage facilities, and cold chains, is crucial for reducing post-
harvest losses and improving market access for farmers (Gulati et al., 2015). This will

help minimize spoilage and ensure better returns for their produce.

Strengthening Public Procurement: Strengthening public procurement systems, like
those run by FCI (Food Corporation of India), can guarantee a minimum market for
farmers at MSPs, particularly for essential food grains (Gulati et al., 2015). This can

prevent exploitation by middlemen and ensure a steady income for farmers.

Market Reforms and Risk Management Tools: Promoting direct marketing through
FPOs and online platforms can empower farmers to bypass middlemen and access better
market prices (Kumar, 2023). Additionally, exploring crop insurance schemes and
weather-based insurance products can help farmers manage risks associated with natural

disasters and price fluctuations.

3. Fostering Environmental Sustainability:

Promoting Organic Farming and Agroecology: Transitioning to organic farming and
agroecological practices is essential for long-term sustainability. This involves
promoting crop diversification, including legumes and nitrogen-fixing crops, to improve
soil health and reduce reliance on synthetic fertilizers (Singh et al., 2010). Additionally,
encouraging the use of biofertilizers, biopesticides, and integrated pest management
(IPM) techniques can help minimize environmental damage caused by chemical inputs
(Shiva, 2016).

Soil and Water Conservation Practices: Promoting soil and water conservation
practices like rainwater harvesting, mulching, and contour farming is crucial. These
techniques help to conserve valuable water resources, improve soil moisture retention,

and prevent soil erosion (Lal, 2001).

Climate-Smart Agriculture: Encouraging the adoption of climate-smart agricultural
practices is essential for adapting to the challenges of climate change. This includes
developing drought-resistant crop varieties, promoting efficient irrigation systems, and

adopting practices that reduce greenhouse gas emissions (Verma et al., 2018).

4. Empowering Farmers and Strengthening Institutions:

e Farmer Education and Extension Services: Strengthening farmer education and

extension services is crucial for disseminating knowledge about sustainable practices,
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new technologies, and market trends. This can be achieved through farmer training

programs, KVVKs (Krishi Vigyan Kendras), and agricultural universities (Rao, 2016).

e Promoting Farmer Producer Organizations (FPOs): FPOs can empower farmers by
providing them with a collective voice, bargaining power, and access to better inputs,
credit, and markets (Kumar, 2023). This can help farmers to negotiate better prices,

reduce dependence on middlemen, and improve their overall profitability.

e Investing in Agricultural Research: Increased investment in agricultural research
focused on developing high-yielding, disease-resistant crop varieties, and sustainable
farming practices is essential for long-term agricultural growth and resilience (Shetty,
2020).

(C)Challenges and the Way Forward

Implementing these reforms will require a multi-pronged approach, addressing both financial
and institutional challenges. Ensuring adequate budgetary allocation for rural infrastructure
development, agricultural research, and social safety nets for farmers will be critical.
Additionally, strengthening institutional capacity and promoting farmer participation in

decision-making processes will be essential for successful implementation.

IX. CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A SUSTAINABLE AND EQUITABLE FUTURE FOR INDIAN

AGRICULTURE

Reimagining Indian agriculture requires a paradigm shift towards sustainable practices that
prioritize food security, farmer well-being, and environmental protection. The
recommendations outlined in this chapter, drawing inspiration from the M.S. Swaminathan
Committee report, provide a roadmap for achieving this vision. By effectively implementing
these reforms, we can ensure a more resilient, equitable, and sustainable agricultural future for

India.

This dissertation has embarked on a critical journey, delving deep into the evolution of India's
agricultural sector and dissecting the myriad factors contributing to its current crisis. Through
rigorous analysis, it has illuminated a complex interplay of historical legacies, policy decisions,

and the growing influence of global forces on the agricultural landscape.

India's agricultural trajectory bears the indelible marks of its colonial past. The exploitative
policies of the British Raj prioritized cash crops for export, neglecting the foundational needs
of domestic food production. Post-independence, although sporadic efforts were made towards

agricultural development, the advent of the Green Revolution in the 1960s, while initially hailed
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as a panacea, engendered a reliance on chemical inputs and unsustainable farming practices.
The latter half of the 20th century witnessed the ascendance of neo-liberal economic ideologies,
championed by global institutions like the IMF, World Bank, and WTO. These ideologies
advocated for reduced state intervention, trade liberalization, and the amplification of private
sector involvement in agriculture. However, this paradigm shift towards market-driven
approaches, coupled with the erosion of public support mechanisms, exacerbated the agrarian
crisis. Amidst the cacophony of market-centric reforms, the MS Swaminathan Committee
report emerges as a beacon of hope, offering a pragmatic roadmap for agricultural revitalization.
By advocating for the establishment of a Minimum Support Price (MSP) guaranteeing fair
returns to farmers, promoting sustainable farming practices, and fortifying rural infrastructure,
the report advocates for a holistic and farmer-centric approach to reform. While policy reforms
are indispensable, the resuscitation of Indian agriculture demands a multifaceted strategy

encompassing diverse dimensions:

Amplifying funding for research on climate-resilient crops, sustainable farming methods, and
enhanced seed varieties is imperative. Strengthening extension services will ensure the
dissemination of knowledge to farmers, empowering them to adopt modern practices.
Empowering farmers through cooperatives and producer organizations can enhance their
market bargaining power, facilitate access to credit and inputs, and enable them to command

better prices for their produce.

Focus on Agro-processing and Value Addition: Augmenting agro-processing capabilities can
curtail post-harvest losses, generate employment, and augment farmers' income by enabling

them to capture more significant portions of the value chain.

Addressing Land Fragmentation and Tenancy Issues: Mitigating land fragmentation and
resolving tenancy issues through effective land reforms are imperative for enhancing farm

productivity and fostering economies of scale.

Investment in Rural Infrastructure: Enhancing rural infrastructure, including irrigation facilities,
storage infrastructure, and transportation networks, is pivotal for minimizing post-harvest

losses, enhancing connectivity, and facilitating efficient market access.

Climate-Smart Agriculture: As climate change looms large, the adoption of climate-smart
agricultural practices such as drought-resistant crops, water-efficient irrigation methods, and

soil conservation techniques is imperative for ensuring long-term agricultural sustainability.

India’s agricultural sector stands poised at a crossroads, holding vast potential for bolstering the

nation's economic prosperity and food security. However, surmounting the present crisis
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demands a paradigm shift — a departure from the prevailing neo-liberal orthodoxy towards a
renewed focus on farmer welfare, sustainable practices, and rural development. Implementing
the recommendations outlined in this dissertation, alongside a steadfast commitment to ongoing
research, innovation, and infrastructure development, can chart a course towards a more
resilient and equitable future for Indian agriculture. This transformative vision necessitates a
concerted effort from all stakeholders — policymakers, researchers, agricultural institutions,
farmers' organizations, private sector actors, and civil society. With a sense of urgency and
determination, we must collectively endeavor to rejuvenate Indian agriculture, ensuring food
security for our populace and contributing to a more sustainable and equitable global food
system. The time for action is now, and together, we can forge a brighter tomorrow for Indian
agriculture.
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