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PART - I
Reforming Policymaking: An Agenda of Priority Tasks

1.1 Introduction

     The arrival of the new millennium has been heralded by numerous vision documents about
the long-term prospects of the Indian economy. There is considerable anxiety about the likely
course of the agricultural scenario in the country. While science and technology hold promise of
plenty, doubts are expressed about our capacity to make productive and wise use of the
technological opportunities. We are told that there is enough room for foodgrain production to
expand but we cannot be equally sure that the arrangements needed to reach foodgrains to those
in distress would be effectively organised. There is good evidence to show that agricultural
growth benefits even the poorest but, regrettably, the impact on the poor appears to remain too
modest to support a lifestyle meeting the minimum norms of human development like adequate
education, health and nutrition.

     Development strategy and policies, particularly those focused on agriculture and rural areas,
would be a critical factor influencing the agricultural scenario as it actually unfolds in the
decades to come. There is a vast literature on agricultural policies in India assessing their
performance and suggesting reforms. The central and state governments and the associated
bodies engaged in the task of formulation of policies have adequate in-house facilities for high
quality policy analyses. It would be presumptuous on the part of two individual researchers like
us to seek to prepare a full-fledged policy agenda for the future. This paper is motivated by a far
more modest and limited objective. Our attempt is to identify tasks focussing on which could
help the government in strengthening the policy-making process itself so that policies gain in
relevance, reach and impact on intended beneficiaries.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
* Prof. V.M. Rao is Honorary Visiting Fellow at the Institute for Social and Economic Change,
Bangalore. He participated in this study during his tenure as a National Fellow of Indian Council
of Social Science Research. Dr. P.D. Jeromi is Assistant Adviser in the Department of Economic
Analysis and Policy of the Reserve Bank of India

     One has to begin by taking note of the transition which is in progress in the process of
policymaking for agriculture and rural areas. The transition has three inter-related dimensions.
The first is the move towards decentralisation with the governments at the state and lower levels
- particularly those at the grassroots - assuming larger role and responsibility than now for policy
choices and their implementation. Decentralisation makes it necessary to have a framework
enabling the governments at different levels - from the centre, states to districts and below-to
work in a unified manner complementing each other. The second dimension relates to shift of
emphasis from the government role as a intervener in the economy to facilitator enabling the
different constituents in the economy-markets, business units, user groups, cooperatives etc.- to
operate in a smooth and efficient manner.  Direct interventions by the government and its taking
up functions normally done by other constituents in the economy were unavoidable in the past
but over the years the negative features of direct interventions- burgeoning bureaucracy,
politicisation of economic decisions, administered prices flouting economic norms etc.- have
come to dominate. Also, the other constituents in the economy are now in position to take up
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functions in which they have comparative advantage over the government. Shifting of emphasis
from direct interventions in the economy to the role as a facilitator would be of help in reducing
the size of the government and the range of its direct and primary responsibilities. The policy
agenda would become trimmer with many heavyweights dropping out and making room for
modest and practicable measures. This would be a time-taking process but, happily, the growing
burden of deficits and the prospects of bankruptcy might be of help in quickening the pace of the
process! It is to underline the uncertainty about what would eventually remain on the policy
agenda that we have chosen to focus the paper on tasks and selected policies rather than on the
full range of policy agenda. Third, apart from the facilitating role, the government would have to
participate more actively in the society’s efforts to realise long-term macro objectives like
conservation of environment and promotion of human development where the primary
responsibility for building up perspectives, institutions and mechanisms must rest on the
government.

     Our attempt in Part-I of this paper is to identify tasks focussing on which would make the
transition described above in the policymaking process fast and smooth and also help the process
get oriented towards the long-term goal in development.  Section 1.2 describes the goal that we
believe to be appropriate for Indian agriculture at the present juncture of its development viz.
Modernisation of agriculture in its physical as well as community dimensions. A serious
imbalance between these two dimensions has emerged over the post-Independence decades.
Section 1.2 takes note of this imbalance and argues that to eliminate the imbalance the
government should strive to have quick breakthrough in achieving three objectives:

i) Making agriculture a self-regulating system with government confining itself to a
facilitating role in the day-today business and routine operations.  However, we do recognise
situations in which the government would have to play an interventionist role.

ii) Meeting the challenge of limits to growth imposed by India’s land and water resources.

iii) Promoting human development which is a critical ingredient in transforming modernisation
as a broad-based development process.

     The next three sections in Part-I - sections 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5 - deal in turn with each of these
three objectives discussing their current status and the main problems impeding progress. The
priority tasks are identified in the light of this discussion.  It needs to be stressed that we have
identified the priority tasks without going into their technical, administrative and organisational
aspects. There is a rich literature on these issues and lack of information or expertise is hardly a
barrier in the way of the policymaker.  Second, the tasks identified in the paper do not form a
blueprint for the future. Continuing progress towards modernisation of agriculture would need
review at intervals to re-identify priority tasks in the light of what has been achieved till then,
what remains and how best to move ahead keeping in mind the dynamics of the system.
Looking ahead, Section 1.6 argues that the government would have to work towards
modernisation of agriculture while remaining preoccupied with many and difficult problems
threatening the stability of the Indian society.

1.2. Modernisation of Agriculture: Goals and Objectives
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     The post-Independence decades have witnessed a veritable transformation in Indian agriculture.
What is most readily noticed is the increase in agricultural production, particularly the nearly four-
fold rise in the production of foodgrains which saved the country from one of the gravest crises it
faced after Independence.  The increase in production was made possible by expansion of irrigation,
spread of new technology and additions to rural infrastructure like irrigation works, roads, market
yards and warehouses.  These changes in the physical features of agriculture needed changes in the
institutional structure - like new credit institutions, extension agencies, regulated markets, control of
moneylenders.  The cumulative effect of these changes has been reflected in the farmers - their
perceptions, attitudes and behaviour - and in the changing features of rural communities such as
stratification, diversification, commercialisation and exposure to outside influences.  The total
process bringing about these wide ranging changes could be described as modernisation of
agriculture.  In a rural-cum-agriculture-based society like India, the process of modernisation of
agriculture through its direct and indirect impacts would be a major determinant of economic status,
development and welfare of rural people.

     A striking feature of modernisation of agriculture in India is the contrasting scenarios through
which it is unfolding.  The aggregative physical parameters of agriculture show remarkable
achievement. Listed below are a few striking indicators of improvements in the physical aspects of
agriculture.

• Between 1949-50 and 1996-97, Index (base 1980-81) of agricultural production increased
from 49 to 176, index of foodgrains from 52 to 161 and non-foodgrains from 45 to 201.
Index of per hectare yield (all crops) increased from 74 to 149.  It may be mentioned that the
agricultural scenario has been one of stagnancy in the decades prior to Independence.

• Between 1950-51 and 1994-95, gross cropped area increased from 132 million hectares to 188
million hectares implying a rise in cropping intensity from 111 to 132.  Gross irrigated area
went up from 23 million hectares to 71 million hectares.

• Between 1950-51 and 1996-97, distribution of improved seeds increased from negligible to 70
lakh quintals.  Fertiliser use increased from only 69 thousand tonnes to 14 million tonnes with
per hectare fertiliser use going up from negligible to 77 Kgs.  Pesticides use increased from 2.4
thousand tonnes to 56 thousand tonnes.  Consumption of electricity in agriculture went up from
15200 Million KWH in 1981-82 to 85736 Million KWH in 1995-96.

• Institutional credit (Cooperative Societies, Commercial Banks and Regional Rural banks) was
28653 crores in 1996-97 as compared to 10186 crores in 1989-90.

Source: Agricultural Statistics at a Glance, Government of India, March 1998.

    Paradoxically on the other hand and despite the good performance of agriculture, the rural
communities in India have poor development indicators.  Before taking a look at the indicators, it
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may be mentioned that UNDP's Human Development Report, 1997 shows that judged by Human
Development Index (HDI) India ranks lower (rank 138 out of 175 countries) than Myanmar (rank
131) which figures among "Least Developed Countries"!  The development indicators for the rural
communities given below are from a recent large scale survey conducted by National Council of
Applied Economic Research (Shariff A, 1999).

• "About half the population of rural India is illiterate and suffers from 'capability poverty', about
40 per cent have extremely low incomes".

• "Over 50 per cent of Indian population is still vulnerable and cannot afford the cost of education
and health care".

• "National policies and programmes during the last half a century have not helped the SCs and
STs to emerge from the perennial poverty trap".

• 63 per cent of villages do not have pucca/all weather connecting roads.  In some states this is
true of over 80 per cent of villages.

• "About one-half of all villages in India do not have any source of protected drinking water".

• "Overall, 88 per cent of all villages in rural India have a primary school within the village (but)
about a quarter of villages in Uttar Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh and Orissa do not have even
primary schools.  Given the relatively poor transport net work in these states, implementing the
goal of universal primary education in these states seems remote".

• "Only about 22 per cent of all villages have a (health) sub-centre within the village".

     The purpose of this paper is to look at our experiences to seek clues about how modernisation
of agriculture could be harnessed for enhancing the economic status and welfare of rural people.
It would be helpful to keep the following points in mind as we undertake the search.

• Linking modernisation of agriculture with modernisation of rural India is a critical part of the
larger task of nation-building in India.  Nation-building is an outcome of numerous socio-
economic and political processes at macro, regional and micro levels.  The government's
development role requires it to influence, regulate and modify these processes, but, in a
democratic polity, the government itself would to an extent be a product of these processes.

• It is the fundamental responsibility of the government to ensure that its role and actions are
guided by a national perspective and by the long term goals and interests of the nation as a
whole.  This is a difficult role to play for a government in a democratic polity where it has to
continually respond to innumerable sectional demands.  This is particularly true in India where
elections threaten to become an annual chore!.

• The development strategy so far has been centre-dominated with a metropolis-cum-elite bias
and a top-down approach in implementation.  The recent reforms and the philosophy underlying
it favour a market-led strategy with the government playing a facilitating role, to promote
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growth, to make growth more broad based, to improve the access to growth by the backward
and the poor and to provide safetynet to the weak and the vulnerable.

     Harnessing modernisation of agriculture for the development of rural areas and people is a
distant goal which needs to be approached through a sequence of phases.  The first step in preparing
an agenda focused on this distant goal is to specify the objectives which would help in identifying
the priority tasks forming what may be regarded as the beginning phase for moving towards the
long term goal.  The priority tasks would depend on the current status of agriculture and the
promising directions for taking the next steps.  The agenda we are seeking in Part-I of this paper is a
modest exercise to prepare a tentative list of priority tasks on the basis of available research studies
and policy analyses.  Such an agenda would be useful as a discussion document and as a framework
which could be filled out and extended through further consultations.  Our discussion of agenda is
organised around three objectives described below.

(a) Towards a Self-regulating System

     A remarkable feature of agriculture is the wide gap between what the technologist gets in the
experimental farm and what a farmer gets on his farm and also a wide gap between the "best-
practice" farmer and the common run of farmers.  The government's interventions through
providing subsidies and organising extension services have had an impact only in a few areas with
large parts of agriculture remaining barely touched.  As a long term goal, the objective should be to
have an agricultural system operating through well-organised markets, efficient farmers and a
smooth process integrating technology generation, its adoption on farms and optimum production
basket for end uses.  Such a process would need well-behaved markets providing clear signals for
farmer decisions, farmers able and willing to respond to the signals and supply and demand
responses occurring with reasonable speed and accuracy.  In the real world, the process would be far
from smooth as it would be buffeted by succession of shocks and disturbances.  We propose the
following specific objectives for the government to push the present system towards self-regulation.

i) A national perspective for agriculture compatible with market-led growth, its implications for
regional comparative advantages and preferred opportunities; a time frame and a clear set of
priorities for investments and creating infrastructures.

ii) Handing over of development functions to Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) as visualised by
the recent constitutional amendments. This could become a catalyst in the emergence of grass
root level participatory institutions like user groups and beneficiary unions apart from the
functions directly undertaken by the PRIs.  The chief weakness in the present government role
in agriculture is the inability of the top down approach to look after the development functions
at the grassroots level which need a system based on devolution, participation and local
leadership and initiatives.

iii) Providing an environment for steady improvements in the self-regulating features of the
system.  Acquiring capabilities to monitor the system and to make corrective interventions.

(b) Overcoming Limits to Growth
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     The extensive margin of cultivation has already reached its limit in Indian agriculture.  In the
three decades (1967-68 to 1996-97) since the green revolution began, area under crops increased at
a rate of 0.38% per annum as compared to 3% per annum increase in agricultural production.  The
rest of increase in production came from improvement in yields.  Net area sown increased from 119
million hectares in 1950-57 to 140 million hectares in 1970-71 and has, since then, been fluctuating
between 137 million hectares and 143 million hectares.  Agricultural growth targeted in the Ninth
Plan is 3.8% per annum.  It would be a reasonable assumption to make that sustained agricultural
growth around 4% per annum would be critical to the future growth of Indian economy.  Thus, in
the years to come, Indian agriculture would be using up its potential for intensive cultivation. The
progress in this direction achieved so far has been by bringing more area under irrigation.  Gross
Irrigated Area increased from 23 million hectares in 1950-51 to 38 million hectares in 1970-71.  By
1994-95, gross irrigated area had gone up to 71 million hectares.  Thus, in the green revolution
phase, irrigation increased at the rate of 1.4 million hectares per annum as compared to 0.7 million
hectares in the preceding decades, 1950-51 to 1970-71.  It would be only prudent to visualise that
Indian agriculture would be getting close to the limits to growth imposed by its water resources in
the coming decades.  It could happen that the water constraint becomes operative even as India's
population continues to grow though at a diminishing rate.  Even the optimistic estimates made by
demographers put India's eventual population at a staggering 1500 millions.  Apart from the
looming threat of reaching the physical limits of land and water resources, Indian agriculture also
faces the challenging task of establishing effective arrangements for conservation of resources and
protection to environment.  The specific objectives suggested by us in this area are:

i) Building up a comprehensive, reliable and periodically updatable information system for land
and water resources.

ii) Numerous programmes have been implemented for soil and water conservation without
enduring results.  These programmes seem to be particularly difficult to implement when the
development strategy relies on top-down approach.  Conceptually sound principles like
development of watersheds in an integrated manner which have fared poorly so far might do
better when PRIs take over the grass root level development tasks.

iii. Infrastructures created in the field need to be handled with care and maintained in good
condition.  It is necessary to encourage formation of informal groups of beneficiaries which
could be in a position to do these tasks efficiently and in a cost-effective manner.

iv) Populist policies in relation to land and water are believed to have resulted in serious
distortions in the form of restrictions on markets, low administered prices and regressive
subsidies.  This is an area where the conflict between meeting short term political pressures and
long term goals need to be resolved.

(c) Promotion of Human Development

     As agriculture becomes self-regulating and the arrangements for ownership and use of land and
water conform to the desired norms, conditions will become favourable for the poorer sections in
agriculture - forming the hard core poor - to gain opportunities for upward mobility.  Ultimately, the
development of these sections could be promoted only by creating such opportunities and enabling
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the poor to actively seek them and benefit from the gains these opportunities provide.  The present
antipoverty programmes give only a modest measure of relief to the poor without touching the
system which has reduced them to poverty and frustrates their aspirations and efforts to move
upwards.  While policy makers and researchers spend considerable time and energy to monitor the
changes in the proportion of population falling below the poverty line, they do not seem to pay
equal attention to the rapid marginalisation which has occurred in recent years of the population
depending on agriculture and the widening gap between the per capita income in agriculture and
that in other sectors.  There are clear indications that the sectors which are growing faster than
agriculture do little to relieve the pressure of population on agriculture.  The reasons for the low
absorption of labour outside agriculture need to be sought in the development strategy influencing
the overall growth of the economy and its pattern and composition.  This is beyond the scope of this
paper but there is substantial potential for expansion of employment in rural areas through
diversification of agriculture and the resulting rise in rural incomes and improvements in rural
lifestyles.  The specific objectives which would be of help in exploiting this potential are the
following:

i) Diversification of agriculture creates wide-ranging opportunities for value addition,
supplementary activities and additional employment.  As the system becomes more self-
regulating, more would the endogenous processes stimulate the rural economy by activating the
potential for new activities and additional employment.  The government would have to play an
enabling role to assist the poor in agriculture to participate in the new activities.

ii) Rising rural incomes would expand the demand for goods and services.  In addition to rise in
income, the rural areas are also getting influenced profoundly by urban lifestyles and by
growing rural - urban linkages through markets, migration, commuting and extending urban
frontiers.  This scenario would have to be kept in mind while choosing the activities for
extending initial support and help.

iii. This emerging context would be favourable for acquisition of training and skills by the rural
people, particularly the rural poor, to take up new occupations.  It may also be expected that in
response to rising demand for new goods and services, the supply of facilities for training and
for acquisition of skills would expand.  The government would have to be watchful to ensure
that the facilities match the requirements and remain within the reach of the poor.

     The next three sections - sections 1.3 to 1.5 deal with identification of priority tasks in the light of
the objectives mentioned above.

1.3 Towards a Self-Regulating System

     Independent India inherited an agricultural system not oriented towards growth and
development.  During the pre-independence decades, rural communities have had a prolonged
exposure to monetisation, commercialisation and penetration by markets.  But these processes
served the interests of the colonial power and of the organised industries.  They disrupted the
traditional systems which enabled the villages to survive through succession of adversities over
the historical past as relatively cohesive communities.  With the disruption of the traditional
system, the villages had to struggle on their own to adjust to the changing wider world around
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them.  They could neither go back to their erstwhile relative isolation nor quickly linkup with the
modernising mainstream society.  When Independence came, the villages were in a state of
disorientation lacking the pre-requisites - organisation, institutions and native leadership - to
participate in the new era of planned development.  Ironically, the sections in society which led
the freedom movement and which became the new rulers did not have deep enough roots in the
village society and were fascinated by development priorities far removed from the Gandhian
commitment to villages and the poor.

     This was the setting in which the government struggled in Independent India to modernise the
agricultural system.  We have already described the transformation brought about in agriculture in
which the government played a leading and substantive role.  Along with the achievements there
were also biases resulting in gaps and shortfalls.  Large projects which could be handled from the
top received priority at the cost of small local level works.  When the food crisis came, the green
revolution was engineered by pouring in resources and investments in a relatively small but better-
off part of Indian agriculture but the much larger poorer part of agriculture and the farming
communities subsisting in that part received much less attention than what was needed to modernise
the agricultural system as a whole.  The Centre played a dominant role in policy making than the
states; the PRI tier of government was yet to take shape.  As a result, the advantages of top-down
approach were reduced while its defects were made worse.   It is important to keep in mind the
biases mentioned above when considering the role of the government in promoting modernisation
of agriculture in the years to come.

     Since the focus in this section is on strengthening the self-regulating features of agriculture, let us
do a quick stock-taking exercise which would be of help in suggesting the priority tasks to be
attended to by the government.  We draw on a few recent studies which have looked at the
responsiveness of the agricultural system to technological change and to emerging economic
opportunities offering better returns as also the resilience of the system in the face of critical weather
conditions.  There is a large literature on the rationality of farmer's decisions and behaviour.
However, our interest here is in the dynamics of the agricultural system as a whole to move ahead
and to respond to the challenges it faces.

Response to Technological Change

     Reviewing the period of 1980s and beyond, Sawant and Achutan (1995) give the following
assessment.

• There has been an upsurge in the aggregate production and productivity in Indian agriculture
during the 1980s which cannot be attributed merely to favourable weather.  The fact that the
contribution of yield improvement has been far more important than that of expansion in area
indicates that the process of growth has been technologically more dynamic (as compared to the
earlier green revolution years).

• Unlike in the past, yield growth has been more impressive for non-foodgrains than foodgrains
and, among the foodgrains, for kharif foodgrains vis-à-vis rabi foodgrains.  Acceleration in yield
growth occurred in case of rice, maize, other pulses, rapeseed, sesame, soyabean, rubber, cotton.
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For many other crops, yield continued to expand at the pre - 1981 rates.  The indication, on the
whole, is that of a much wider diffusion of technology across crops than in the past.

• Foodgrains output growth picked up in many less developed areas from the central and eastern
regions where growth has been sluggish in the early phase of the green revolution.  With fairly
rapid expansion in productivity of non-foodgrains, growth in agricultural incomes too
accelerated in majority of the states in the 1980s.  In sum, agricultural growth has become more
broad based in recent years.

     What explains the performance of agriculture during the 1980s?  Sawant and Achutan offer the
guess "Many factors associated with the wider adoption of new technology must have contributed".

Optimisation of Resource Use

     Looking again at the post-1980 period, S.K. Ray (1998) finds

     "Agricultural growth became more widespread from the early 1980's.  Growth rate exceeded 3
per cent in all the regions, ... crop diversification and choice of appropriate technology made by the
states in the 1980s reduced significantly the interstate disparities in agricultural growth .... the inter
state disparity in overall crop yield levels declined sharply... It appears resource endowments of the
regions are reshaping the locational pattern of production ... areas better endowed with assured
water supply are progressively moving towards production of rice, wheat and other high-value non-
foodgrain crops.  Coarse cereals, pulses, oilseeds and some other non-foodgrain crops - which can
withstand short dry spells, require less water for production and are amenable for cultivation under
drip and sprinkler techniques of irrigation - are increasingly moving towards water scarce areas.
The processes of change in locational pattern of production, initiated from the early 1980s, has
contributed in making more efficient use of natural resources ... seasonal changes in the pattern of
production have improved productivity coefficients of modern technological inputs.  In the post -
1985 period, the impact of these mutually reinforcing changes has given a new look to Indian
agriculture.  It has induced a dynamic process of change on a higher and stabler growth path".

Resilience in the Face of Critical Situations

S.K. Ray's findings on the vulnerability of agriculture to weather conditions give a
reassuring picture.

     "Another heartening feature of the recent developments in Indian agriculture is that it has
become progressively resilient to vagaries of weather.  For most of the crops and crop aggregates,
sensitivity of output to fluctuations in rainfall has declined.  This positive development is all the
more impressive as, contrary to the favourable impression given by the meteorologists, our
computed crop specific rainfall indices indicate that Indian agriculture did not enjoy a prolonged run
of exceptionally favourable weather.  In seven out of the ten years ending in 1994-95, rainfall index
for all crops production was below normal, four of which were low enough to cause a crisis
situation in agriculture.  And, yet, unlike earlier years, agricultural output did not record sharp
declines".
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     Recent periods of severe drought provide convincing evidence of the ability of Indian agriculture
to withstand the stress created by such critical situations which used to cause widespread
devastation in the past  (see table 1.3.1).

Table 1.3.1 : Indices of Area, Production and Yield - All Crops
(Base: Triennium Ending 1981-82 = 100)

Year Area Production Yield
1964-65 91.7 76.4 88.3
1965-66* 90.7 63.7 73.2
1966-67* 90.6 63.0 73.6
1967-68 94.6 77.1 86.8
1971-72 95.8 85.2 91.6
1972-73* 92.5 78.2 86.0
1973-74 98.2 86.5 91.1
1986-87 100.3 115.2 112.4
1987-88* 96.0 115.3 114.4
1988-89 103.4 140.0 130.5

Note: Drought years are indicated by star.  Other years in the table may be expected to be free of the effect of
drought.

Source: Agricultural Statistics at a Glance, Government of India, New Delhi, 1998.

     Two points need to be noted in table 1.3.1.  All the three variables - area, production and yield
which bear the brunt of the impact of drought show increase over the three drought episodes.  It
would be reasonable to interpret this increase as reflecting the improved capabilities of Indian
agriculture to counter droughts.  Second, in the 1987-88 drought, while there was some decrease in
the cropped area, production and yield show no impact of drought at all as compared to the
preceding year. As regards the succeeding year, it seems to have been a year of bumper production.
However, it must be borne in mind that drought may still have large impact on particular crops and
regions.  India's war against droughts has to continue though the country would be in a far more
comfortable position than before in tiding over the problems caused by droughts.

     In view of the responses of the agricultural system noted above, it would be reasonable to
conclude that the system has by now (late 1990s) made good progress towards becoming a self-
regulating system in the sense of acquiring endogenous capabilities to move along a steady growth
path, to gain in efficiency by adjusting to changing conditions and to manage crises like droughts by
minimising their adverse effects.  The government played an important role in the evolution of the
agricultural system in the post-Independence decades.  However, the interesting point about the
1980s is that there was a relative lull in the activities of the government.  A recent study of capital
formation in agriculture shows that in contrast to the continued decline in public sector real capital
formation in agriculture during the 1980s, "private sector capital formation continued to rise
throughout the decade .... more than compensating the fall in the public sector capital formation"
(Mishra and Chand, 1995).  The study also showed that "the marginal efficiency of capital increased
from 0.15 to 0.28 and further to 0.41 during the time when public capital formation declined".  The
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authors attribute the growth in the private capital formation to the activities of "politically conscious,
interest seeking, organised groups of farmers".  Thus, the performance of the agricultural system
during the 1980s provides a basis for expecting the system to move forward with its own dynamics
in the coming years.

     Looking ahead to the future evolution of the agricultural system, the role of the government
would have to change from direct interventions to helping the system to gather further strength and
thrust.  The philosophy of liberalisation and globalisation requires that the agricultural system
should operate in an environment of free domestic and world markets.  The government could play
a dual role in the emerging situation: (i) enabling the agricultural system to adjust to the new
environment and to benefit from the advantages it confers, and (ii) to protect the agricultural system
and the country when the markets become disorderly, get manipulated by a few dominant operators
or other governments encroach on our markets and bars our entry to their markets.

     The role that the government can play to help the agricultural system operate effectively in the
market environment is by building up a planning system appropriate to the changing situation.  The
new system would have to be indicative in its approach providing a medium-to-long term
perspective on the objectives like growth, diversification, new technologies and investment
requirements.  Indicative planning means presentation of a road map - and not a set of diktats to be
obeyed - for guiding decision-making by the different operators in the agricultural system including
the farmers.  When these operators have only market signals to rely on, they have in effect to grope
without any clear idea about where they are headed.  In a sense, market signals at best offer clue to
what the next few steps could be.  Knowledge of indicative plan would make the task of responding
to market signals more amenable to systematic decision-making by the operators in the agricultural
system.  Secondly, the new planning system has to be multi-level in structure so that the planning
objectives at the national level get translated into desirable targets at the regional and micro levels
and, in turn, decisions and perceptions at these levels flow up as feed back to the apex level.
Thirdly, the new system has to be participatory in operation with farmers having a place in the
process of formulation and implementation of development programmes.

     Some progress has been made so far in assembling the basic building blocks for constructing a
planning system with features described above.  The building block at the bottom is the PRI
institutions which have now a constitutional status and a mandate for undertaking a wide range of
development functions including those relating to agriculture.  Our concern here is not with the PRI
as a whole but only with their responsibility to organise decentralised planning at the district and
lower levels.  The second building block is the Agro-climatic Regional Planning exercise
undertaken by the Planning Commission since 1988 to construct a national level planning
perspective for agriculture based on detailed regional studies to assess resource endowments,
strategies for balanced development of the region, comparative advantages, choice of priority
activities, infrastructure needs and investments.  The regional level studies were done by teams of
experts from agricultural universities and research institutions.  The exercise began with delineation
of 15 regions which were in the second step disaggregated into 73 sub regions.  The team of
experts, representative from the Planning Commission, representatives of the state governments and
academics held periodic meetings to discuss the regional and sub-regional studies, improvements
needed in the data bases, investment implications and phasing of programmes over time.
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     The ACRP documentation has now reached a point where operationalisation of the ACRP
approach to agriculture-cum-regional planning could commence.  It is only through
operationalisation that the regional and sub-regional studies and the development design
recommended by them could be field-tested and continually updated through feed back from the
bottom and evaluations at the regional and national level.  Two moves are in progress to
operationalise ACRP approach.  First, there has been a broad agreement among the states at the time
of formulation of the Ninth Five Year Plan that the state plan and the district break downs would
incorporate the ACRP strategies and preferred activities and make the necessary provisions for their
implementation.  Second, it was also the intention that the district planning committee and other
bodies provided for in the PRI legislation would be brought into being to change over from sectoral
programmes planned and implemented by the line departments headquartered in the state capital to
area planning involving integration of sectoral plans.

     The quotation below from a recent ACRP document (Guha, 1997) would give a flavour of the
work done by the Zonal Planning Team.

     "Zonal profiles include detailed descriptions (both quantitative and qualitative) of land and
water resources, population, farming systems, support systems to agriculture and allied sectors.
These were supplemented with historical information on development patterns, technological
and socio-economic issues relevant to integrated development.  These profiles were interfaced
with perceived regional needs and priorities to work out broad strategies.  The ZPTs then worked
out specific action plans and programme outlines respective to the revised strategies giving their
financial and organisational implications along with the physical targets. ... The zonal exercise
was later translated into state-sub-regional agro-climatic plans.  In the ACRP state-sub-regional
plan, while the basic profiles and strategies were flowing directly out of the zonal exercise, the
programmes were refined by state level priorities....  Sample of the output of Zonal Planning
Teams is given in the Exhibit below which forms the basis of various activities at different
levels".

Exhibit: Issues and Strategies in Different Zones under ACRP

No. ZONE Issues Strategies
1 Western Himalayan Steep Slopes, Soil Low

Ground Water
Rational Land Use, Soils & Water
Conservation

2 Eastern Himalayan High runoff, Chaur lands,
Shifting Cultivation

Soil and Water Conservation, Settled
farming

3 Lower Gangetic
Plains

Floods and Poor Drainage Reduced Water Conservation in Low
Land through Embankments, Gully
Controls & Runoff Diversions

4 Middle Gangetic
Plains

Water logging and Salinity Water resource management, Conjunctive
use of Canal and Ground Water, Soil
Amendments

5 Upper Gangetic
Plains

Saline-alkaline lands, Water
logging in Canal Irrigated
areas & Low Cropping

Land Reclamation through Soil
Amendments, Water Scheduling,
Introduction of Intensive Cropping
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Intensity Patterns
6 Transgangetic Plains Saline Land and Saline

Ground Water deteriorating
Soil Health

Soil and Water Managements, Restriction
of heavy duty crops

7 Eastern Plateau &
Hills

Undulating Topography, Poor
Ground Water Development,
Degraded Tanks

Soil and Water Conservation, Ground
Water Development and Renovation of
Tanks

8 Central Plateau &
Hills

Soil Erosion, Low Irrigation
Development

Soil and Water Conservation,
Development of irrigation and Waste
Land Development

9 Western Plateau &
Hills

Shallow Soils, Low Irrigation
potential and Drought prone
areas

Conservation of Rain water in-situ and in
farm ponds, Development of irrigation
encouraging Dryland Horticulture

10 Southern Plateau &
Hills

Waste Land, Saline Soils,
Low Irrigation, Reduced Tank
Potential

Waste Land Development, Encouraging
Horticulture, Soil Correction, Restoration
of Tanks

11 East Coast Plains &
Hills

Soil Salinity, Low Ground
Water, Poor Drainage

Treatment of Soils, Rescheduling Canal
water, Irrigation development,
Encouraging Brackish Water Fish
development

12 West Coast Plains &
Hills

High runoff & erosion, Large
amount of waste lands, Low
Ground Water development

Soil and Water Conservation, Horticulture
Development, Ground Water
Development

13 Gujarat Plains &
Hills

Over Exploitation of Ground
Water, Saline Soils, Drought
prone areas

Rationalisation of Ground water, Soil
Correction, Soil and Water Conservation

14 Western Dry Region Irregular Rainfall, Shifting
Sand Dunes

Rain Water Conservation, Stabilisation of
Sand Dunes, Development of Agro-
forestry

15 Islands Undulating topography, High
runoff, Low NSA

Soil and Water Conservation, Rain Water
Harvesting

     When the ACRP approach focussed on the spatial aspects of resources and their potentialities
is combined with institutionalisation of the decentralised-cum-participatory planning at the
district and lower levels, the agricultural system would not only gain in capacity for self-
regulation but it would also have a much stronger thrust on development of rural areas and
people which has lagged so far behind the improvement in the physical parameters of
agriculture.  Smaller and inaccessible villages which have been neglected so far would get an
opportunity to enter the mainstream society owing to improvements in infrastructures,
accessibility and availability of services.  Broad based rural growth and diversification of rural
economic activities resulting from area planning would expand the economic space available to
the rural poor.  The programmes to improve the human development status of the poor would
become more effective in terms of both costs and benefits.  Updated information on weather and
crop conditions, market prices and prospects and extension messages and advice would get
communicated more quickly and widely.  It would also be reasonable to assume that the handing
over of the development tasks to the PRIs - and through them to the local people - would keep in
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check populist programmes, leakages and wastages characteristic of the present system and bring
out the potential among the people for self-reliance, local initiative and leadership.

     Unfortunately, ACRP is still lingering at the workshop-cum-seminar stage without any
substantial progress towards operationalisation.  The essence of the ACRP approach is a basic
change in the mode of planning at the state level from the sector-based approach to the region-based
approach.  In the former, the line departments headquartered at the state capital operate in relative
isolation from each other with their departmental perspectives and priorities.  Region-based
approach, on the other hand, needs perspectives and priorities focussed on areas and their resources.
Centralised planning proceeding from the top downwards finds a natural ally in sector-based
approach where orders originate at the top and are obeyed at the lower levels.  On the other hand,
the region-based approach begins at the bottom with an integrated look at an area and the plans get
reconciled and readjusted as they move up to state and central levels.  Since the planning at the PRI
level is still at the experimental stage in a few selected districts, the full operationalisation of ACRP
may need considerable time.  There is the further barrier that the politicians and the administrators
who have worked with the sector-based approach for long years would have to be reoriented for the
region-based approach.  The latest available ACRP document (ACRPU, March 1999) mentions that
"ACRP has been recognised and accepted as the logical planning paradigm at the state, the substate
levels.  States like Assam, West Bengal, Orissa, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka have internalised ACRP
into their planning process.  Other states are also showing greater acceptance of the
recommendations of ZPTs....  The Planning  Commission has made a major contribution in the
acceptance of the ACRP approach through prescription and persuasion.  This has to continue along
with efforts for "acceptance without imposition" at different layers of "formal and informal
systems".  Simultaneously, preparation of district plan to test out ACRP approach has been
undertaken during the VIII Plan as an "innovative experiment by the Planning  Commission to
combine resource based planning with decentralised planning" (Guha, 1997).  A recent study based
on the proceedings of a workshop held in Karnataka to discuss the work done in two selected
districts in the state reports. "The broad consensus of the workshop was that the two district plans
presented (at the workshop) provided ample evidence of the fact that planning from below is a
possibility and needs to be pursued more rigorously.  The workshop has provided certain guidelines
for strengthening the institutionalisation process of the ACRP approach at the decentralised
planning level" (Hanumappa, 1997).  We identify the following two priority tasks relating to the
ACRP approach:

• The constitution of the District Planning Committees (DPC) should be completed as soon as
possible and the DPCs should commence the work allotted to them.  Even in a state like
Karnataka which has been keen to activate and support PRIs, DPCs have not been constituted so
far.

• Once the DPCs become active, there will be pressure at the state level to make the necessary
changes in the planning system.  Meanwhile, internalisation of ACRP into state plans may be
completed in all the remaining states.

     Even the best of self-regulating agricultural systems could face crises beyond their capacity to
manage.  War and widespread famines are good illustrations but relatively rare occurrences.  Events
like sudden market turbulence or dumping of goods from abroad could be more frequent and
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seriously disruptive.  Keeping an eye on the market would need a regularly operating institutional
arrangement.  Economic invasions from abroad would need continuing vigilance and readiness to
respond.  Let us first discuss the government role in containing market turbulence.  Agricultural
markets are notoriously unstable owing to the nature of production conditions, dispersal of
agricultural activities over a wide area and long chain of inter linked markets from the producer to
consumer/end user.  The role of the government to help organised markets develop in an orderly
manner is part of the promotion of self-regulating agricultural system already discussed above.
Improvements in accessibility to market, improvements in market infrastructure, modernisation of
facilities for communication and information flow, rules to ensure free, open and fair market
transactions would be some of the important steps to be taken.  However, there would still be
occasions requiring direct interventions by the government.  We have now considerable experience
in the strength and weaknesses of the market operations undertaken by the government.
Commission for Agricultural Costs and Prices, now over three decades old, regularly monitors the
production and marketing of over 20 crops and recommends to the government minimum support
prices designed to protect the interests of the producers.  Nodal agencies like Food Corporation of
India carry out market operations to ensure that the market prices do not fall below the minimum
support prices.  There are also cases like groundnut and cotton where market operations have been
more commercial in nature and have been relatively more effective in getting better returns to
producers.  The minimum support price operations for rice and wheat are linked with the important
issue of food security and public distribution system.  The experiences with the government
interventions in this area are summarised below.

• CACP recommendations and the resulting operations have benefited primarily rice and wheat
owing to their link up with public distribution system.  Rice and wheat are supposed to be crops
in which India has comparative advantage and, hence, should be India's preferred exports.  In
the emerging context, PDS operated by PRIs and based on a wider choice of foodgrains
including coarse cereals could be a better alternative than the current PDS to ensure food
security to the poor, particularly rural poor.

• The practice of announcing minimum support prices has led to politicisation of the price issue
and  pressures to raise MSP to unrealistic levels.  Often MSPs are announced long after the
beginning of the sowing season.  In the case of poor man’s crops like coarse cereals, MSPs are
announced without any serious intention to give price support when prices decline below MSP
level.  This is also true of prices prevailing in backward areas like Eastern Uttar Pradesh.
Further, as specifications with respect to quality of the crop purchased by the government
agency are often relaxed, farmer become indifferent towards the imperative need to ensure that
the output they market meets the quality norms.  Quality consciousness is important for the
development of orderly and self-regulating markets.

• Announcing minimum support prices may be a desirable practice from the point of view of
farmers but it is an ineffective and costly way of intervening in the market.  It weakens the
capacity of the government agency to compete with the traders.  When prices decline, traders
would sell produce to government agency.  On the other hand, when prices rise and government
agency enters the market as seller to keep the prices in check, traders would purchase and sell
later at a higher price.  Compared to MSP operations, the market intervention operations of
NDDB and Cotton Corporation of India have been more effective.
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     Looking ahead, the experience gained by CACP and by the nodal agencies like FCI and NAFED
is a valuable asset for the government in organising market intervention operations.  A clear
distinction needs to be made between the objective of helping farmers when nature or market turns
against them and the objective of evening out market fluctuations.  Stabilising farmers income needs
measures like diversification of activities on farm, cooperativisation of storage, processing and
marketing where cooperatives would compete with private agencies and crop insurance.  It would
be futile - as the price policy has shown so far - to expect price support measures undertaken by the
government to achieve an objective which needs a combination of a wide range of programmes.
The second objective, on the other hand, would be relatively easy to achieve if market intervention
operations are undertaken on a commercial basis and not as a bureaucratic response to political
pressures.  Market intervention operations on a commercial basis would have to be organised with
much care and caution.  The operations should at least be no-profit-no-loss in financial results if not
profit-making.  The operations should be undertaken by an autonomous body having sufficient
market expertise and, also, freedom to organise its activities as market operators without
interference from politicians and bureaucrats.  This may seem an extremely difficult arrangement to
make.  It is not so.  We have a number of nodal agencies who have the necessary expertise but not
the autonomy for using the expertise.  CACP has excellent credentials as a watch dog though much
of its energy is now spent in preparing reports which remain largely neglected excepting for their
ritualistic use by the government in fixing minimum support prices.  If an autonomous organisation
is formed bringing together the nodal agencies with CACP acting as a think tank and coordinator,
we would be making a confident beginning in organising market intervention operations on a sound
basis.  This gives us the third priority task in our policy agenda.

• Change over from the MSP operations to market intervention operations undertaken by an
autonomous organisation having the necessary market expertise and freedom to operate on
commercial principles without political/administrative interference.

     We now come to the role of the government in the context of opening up of Indian agriculture
to global markets.  The prevailing mood in the policy  making circles seems to be coloured by
"export-optimism".  The pendulum might have moved to the other extreme from the earlier
"Export-pessimism" and the new mood may be resting on as fragile assumptions as the earlier
mood.  If exports perform well and globalisation acts as a tonic on Indian agriculture, the role of
the government would remain limited to the three priority tasks already identified above.  This
would be a realistic scenario to look forward to if the world markets are robustly competitive,
governments of developed countries play by the rules of the game and international borders
facilitate trade and not bar it.  However, globabilisation has another and not so pretty face where
international trade becomes economic warfare between governments rather than gentlemanly
game played in well-behaved markets.  Engaging in economic warfare with other governments is
a challenging task not amenable to easy and readymade solutions.  The government would have
to remain vigilant, make maximum use of opportunities to negotiate workable arrangements in
WTO or in other fora and, if nothing else helps, take appropriate action to counter and pre-empt
adverse moves by other governments.  Given below are a few glimpses of globabilisation as
intensification of the economic warfare between the governments.



17

     "We question the basic argument that (international) prices will rise due to reduction in subsidies
by the developed world... Implementation of the AOA agreement is carried out in such a fashion
that developed countries do not have to reduce their subsidies to any substantial degree.... (with
only) a few (large) multinational firms and trading agencies involved in export operations of
agricultural commodities, the export market structure is not perfectly competitive... (they) have a
status of oligopsonist-cum-oligopolist in the export markets... in imperfectly competitive markets, it
is unlikely that price rises will be passed on to the Indian farmer ... trade opportunities are
asymmetric because lower international price leads to imports but higher international price does
not lead to export due to quality problems.  Such weaknesses may also encourage other
countries/trade blocks to propose quality criteria, which are difficult to meet by developing
countries" (Indian Institute of Management, 1999).

     "Indian farm exporters... face rapidly increasing technical barriers to trade or TBT in their
traditional export markets like the European Union.  TBTs are amongst the most common non-tariff
barriers that several countries use to keep imports out.  Of late, TBTs are increasingly employed in
farm products where instruments like agricultural practices and ecological labelling are being used
to control the import of food products.  The trend is especially visible in the European Union... The
developing countries have long complained that they have had no role at all in setting of
international standards which are almost entirely being decided by the developed world and their
corporate giants ... most developing countries lack the resources and the technical know-how to
participate in the process...  The failure of the Seattle Conference means that the disputes between
the developed and the developing world cannot be resolved in the near future" (European technical
barriers to trade scare Indian farm exporters, Ranvir Nayar, Rediff on the Net, January 6, 2000).

     "Free trade did not have a good year in 1999.  There was conflict between rich and poor
countries over trade measures... conflict also grew during the year between the world’s two largest
trading blocs, the United States and Europe - replacing the traditional rivalry between the US and
Japan.  The EU and the US disagreed on whether there should be further liberalisation  of
agriculture, with a goal of ending all subsidies, which could threaten the EU's common agricultural
policy... More serious were the conflicts over the health related issues.  The EU refused to import
US beef treated with growth hormones... despite a ruling against them in the World Trade
Organisation.  And there is another dispute looming over the import of genetically modified food,
widely produced in the US but widely feared in Europe.  Following the collapse of the trade talks,
the EU has insisted that GM foods should not be treated as a trade matter but ... as an environmental
hazard in the UN’s eco-safety protocol negotiations.  The growing protectionist pressures in the
world were most keenly felt in the United States … the failure of the world trade talks did nothing
to help the credibility of the World Trade Organisation … the idea that trade rules have the force of
law is being challenged within countries who are concerned that the WTO can override their own
laws on issues like competition and environmental protection (Body Blow for Free Trade, BBC
Business Page, December 25, 1999).

     The following priority tasks are identified for the government to help Indian agriculture adjust to
globalisation.

• Promotion of exports would need improvements in infrastructure, modernisation of facilities,
rationalisation of rules and procedures and a stable export policy rather than the stop-go type
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familiar in cases like cotton.  We expect that these promotional measures would get
implemented in the course of adoption of ACRP approach to stimulate agricultural growth.

• As regards conflicts and clashes of interest with other governments given rise to by
arrangements like WTO, the government would have to remain vigilant, make maximum use of
opportunities to negotiate for mutually beneficial terms and conditions for trade and take
appropriate action to counter or pre-empt hostile moves by other governments or large market
operators like multinationals.

1.4 Overcoming Limits to Growth

     From the supply side, growth of agriculture depends on natural endowments (land and water),
reproducible inputs, capital and technological change.  A self-regulating agricultural system would
be able to look after the reproducible elements and generation of new technologies through research
and innovations.  The experience over the post-Independence decades with fertiliser growth,
mechanisation and new crop varieties developed by our laboratories and research  stations reflect
well the capabilities of the agricultural system.  Owing to policy deficiencies, the system may not
have made the optimum use of these capabilities but it would be reasonable to assume that
agricultural growth would normally stimulate expansion and improvements in these capabilities
and, consequently, would not encounter any serious barrier along this dimension.  But this is not
true of natural endowments like land, water and environment. While new technologies help natural
endowment to produce more and to carry the burden of a growing population, a point must come
eventually beyond which the natural endowment would get exhausted and begin to deteriorate. In
the case of India, serious deterioration is already evident in natural endowment much before this
limiting point owing to absence of policies or wrong policies.  A self-regulating agricultural system
may find it extremely difficult to correct the cumulative errors of the past nor would it be able to
deal with the crisis if population growth gets close to the carrying capacity of India's natural
endowments. Hence, the government has to bear the responsibility for ensuring that the natural
endowment remains in a healthy state and that population stabilises well before reaching the
carrying capacity of these non-reproducible resources.  The discussion in this paper is limited to
land and water the principal critical items of natural endowments.

     It is best to begin by noting that the prospects are pretty grim not so much because of limited
availability of land and water as due to the shocking indifference shown by the policymaker in
conserving and making judicious use of the natural resources.  Professor Y.K.Alagh who has had a
long association with agricultural policies as an analyst and policymaker has recently observed:

     "Land scarcity will become an acute feature of the Indian agricultural and rural economy and
judicious use of land and water will be central to the growth process; India (is) facing for the first
time population densities of the East Asian type... It is reasonable to assume that the geographical
area of the country or the extensive land frontier for exploitation has reached its limits. This is an
important issue the implications of which are not being realised with the urgency they deserve...
Organisations, communities, households and individuals will have to grasp this fact and live with it"
(Alagh, 1999).
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     This is a daunting challenge but Alagh finds that policymaking for agriculture does not reflect
the sense of urgency needed in responding to the challenge:

     "East Asian societies have a concern for land scarcity which has come through decades.  This is
not happening in India.  We are not understanding that the entire expansion of growth has to now
come from productivity or increase in cropping intensity. Indian agriculture is facing a lot of
problems and it needs priorities of a kind which have not been given" (Alagh, 1997).

     Intensification of land use depends critically on availability of water.  This is particularly true in
India as intensification of land use is being achieved by changing over to "green revolution
technology" which needs abundance of water and chemical inputs. The prospects for water appear
to be even more scary than that for land. Lester Brown, who is a keen and careful observer of
agricultural and food security situation in developing countries, has this assessment about the
prospects for water in India.

     "Unless India quickly devises an effective strategy to deal with fast spreading water scarcity, it
may soon face a decline in life expectancy as reduced irrigation water supplies will badly hit food
production... India is one of the main countries where population is outrunning water supply... the
projected growth of world population from 6 billion at present to nearly 9 billion by 2050 will
exacerbate nearly all environmental problems" (Hindustan Times, January 15, 2000  Note on
Worldwatch Institute Annual Report for 2000).

     A tell-tale clue to the attitude of the policymaker towards the land and water situation is the poor
data base for these critical inputs for growth.  It was reported in newspapers sometime back that the
estimates made on the basis of remote sensing techniques show a much larger area under cultivation
than the area shown by the official land statistics.  It is a common experience of rural investigators
that land brought under cultivation through encroachment does not figure in land records as
"cultivated land" and this could explain the discrepancy revealed by the remote sensing techniques.
More important, the land records miss the quality aspect. Areas categorised as "forests", "pastures"
or "under tree crops" include areas which are in reality degraded lands not fit for any use.  The rural
investigators would also be familiar with the divergence between the distribution of ownership and
operational holdings as shown by the records and the actual ground level situation.  Land reforms,
instead of achieving their objective, have had the opposite result of making it extremely difficult to
get reliable data on land under tenancy and land held in excess of the level fixed as ceiling on
ownership of land.  It is indeed strange that the policymaker in a country with chronic land hunger
should remain so indifferent to the need for reliable statistics on the present status and future
potentialities of its land resources and the extent to which the different socio-economic groups have
access to land.

     A word about the data situation with respect to irrigation.  The post-Independence decades have
witnessed an increase in the area under irrigation from 23 million hectares to about 71 million
hectares now. However, these are the figures on the land use statistics compiled by the Ministry of
Agriculture.  According to the Ministry of Water Resources, out of the irrigation potential of 90
million hectares created so far,  80 million hectares have been utilised.  Even the experts seem
unable to reconcile the gap of 9 million hectares in the two different figures of utilisation of
irrigation or explain the gap between the potential created and the extent of its utilisation.  Even
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more strange are the figures being mentioned about the ultimate irrigation potential of the country.
Though the figure taken by most of us is 113 million hectares, according to a study in progress in
Institute of Economic Growth, the figure has apparently been revised upward recently to 140
million hectares.  The study also mentions a still higher figure of 175 million hectares which is
believed to include the potential that can be created by inter-basin transfer of water!   However, not
much is heard about the time frame and investment plans to realise the ultimate irrigation potential.

     It may seem baffling that the policymaker does not have with him even minimal basic data on
the inputs critical for sustained long term growth in agriculture.  Among the developing countries,
India has an enviable reputation for the technical capabilities to build up data bases and information
systems.  Population census and national sample surveys are good examples of these capabilities.
There could be two reasons for the sad state of data on land and water resources.  First, centralised
planning needs aggregate data and has little occasion to make use of detailed ground level data by
districts and villages.  The latter tend to get neglected e.g. data on crop yields are not available by
sub-district level spatial units like blocks and villages.  Second, it could also be that the state of data
on land and water resources reflects the lack of interest in and concern about agriculture in the
policymaker's long term perspective on the Indian economy.

     The government would have to play a leading role in improving the data bases and information
systems to enable agriculture to cope with the requirements of modernisation.  When PRIs become
active at the district and lower levels, they would need updated and reliable data on numerous
aspects including land and water resources.  Since the PRIs, would be collecting these data for their
own use, one may expect substantial improvement in the quality, accuracy and timeliness of the
data.  By the same argument, improvements may also be expected in the data compiled at regional,
state and central levels.  The multilevel system would also be in a position to make more frequent,
extensive and probing use of remote sensing and similar advanced technologies for collection of
data and assessment of resources.

     If the data base on land is in a poor state, it is only to be expected that the policies for
conservation and optimum use of land resources would be handicapped.  We present below a few
indicators (see table 1.4.1).

Table 1.4.1:  Land Use Pattern

(Mill.Hectares)
Item 1950-51 1970-71 1990-91

1. Total Reported Area 284 304 305
2. Area Under Forests 40 64 68
3. Barren and Uncultivable 38 28 21
4. Under Non-Agricultural Use 9 16 20
5. Pastures 7 13 12
6. Under Tree Crops and Groves 20 4 4
7. Culturable Waste 23 18 15
8. Other Fallows 17 9 10
9. Current Fallows 11 11 14
10. Net Sown Area 119 141 142
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11. Gross Cropped Area 132 166 185

     The major trends in land use over the years 1950-51 to 1990-91 have been the following:

• Net sown area increased from 119 million hectares in 1950-51 to 141 million hectares in 1970-
71 which, apparently, is the limit of the extensive margin of land.

• Over the period 1950-51 to 1990-91 gross cropped area increased from 132 million hectares to
185 million hectares.  While between 1950-51 and 1970-71, the increase was 34 million
hectares, between 1970-71 and 1990-91 -  with net area sown remaining at 140 million hectares
-  gross cropped area increased by only 19 million hectares i.e., a little over half of the increment
between 1950-51 to 1970-71.

• Area under forests increased from 40 million hectares to 68 million hectares but most of the
increase occurred between 1950-51 and 1970-71.  The increase from 1970-71 to 1990-91 was
only 4 million hectares.  More important, as a recent study notes that "more than 40 per cent of
total forest lands have poor tree cover and can roughly be described as degraded forest lands"
(Chadha, 1996).

• Area under non-agricultural use expanded from 9 million hectares to 20 million hectares while
there was a steep decline in barren and uncultivable land, apparently due mainly to shift to non-
agricultural use.

• The categories of land of particular interest are pastures, area under tree crops, culturable waste
and fallows.  Area under tree crops seem to have practically disappeared while pastures
registered good increase between 1950-51 and 1970-71 but there was a slight decline - instead
of an increase - between 1970-71 and 1990-91.  Culturable waste decreased from 23 million
hectares to 15 million hectares but there is no sign of the area having been added to any
productive category like pastures, area under tree crops or net area sown. Fallows went down
from 28 million hectares from 1950-51 to 20 million hectares in 1970-71 but increased to 24
million hectares in 1990-91 of which nearly two-thirds were current fallows indicative of
growing land exhaustion. In 1990-91 nearly 40 million hectares with some potential to
contribute to production - almost a third as much as the net area sown - remained out of the
production sphere in a country with chronic land hunger!

     Policy analyses relating land use reveal a number of weaknesses:

• "much needs to be done to plug in policy deficiencies, implementation weaknesses and for
raising the consciousness of the people at large.  To put it bluntly, some hard thinking and some
unconventional doing are needed....  The question of waste land development technologies has
attracted only peripheral attention". (Chadha, 1996)

• Lamenting the absence of any decisive policy intervention, Nadkarni points out that soil
conservation is not being adopted even where it is economically profitable for the farmer to do
so (Nadkarni, 1995). These lands are "Nobody's Child" - neglected by the government as well as
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farmers owing to absence of arrangement to ensure that the benefits of investments mad by the
farmer accrue to him.

• As regards forests, Pasha observes "Even after independence, the Government of India largely
adopted the policies... of the British. But of late, the continued depletion and degradation of
forest resources and the importance of forests to the rural communities forced the Indian policy
makers to adopt National Forest Policy Resolution in 1988 which commits itself to the sound
management and projection of forests as well as to protect and support the livelihood and
farming systems of the local communities" (Pasha, 1999).

     When programmes like soil conservation, wasteland reclamation and consolidation of holdings
fail to achieve results, it is usual to blame the implementation agency and/or the intended
beneficiary of the programme.  It is important to realise that land use in influenced by a host of
factors like comparative advantage in alternative uses, policy regime for agriculture and farmer's
perceptions and attitudes.  Hence, when considering improvements in land use, it is not enough to
look only at deficiencies of the implementation agencies or lack of interest or motivation on the part
of the intended beneficiary.

     This point can be illustrated by taking a look at the two major situations in India accounting for a
substantial part of the problems in land use viz., the green revolution areas and the semi arid drought
prone regions.  As regards the green revolution areas, consider the following findings from a study
in Haryana on ground water over-exploitation and the consequential land degradation.

     "fresh ground water areas witnessesd comparatively high rate of ground water exploitation. The
over exploitation of ground water in the State has largely been the consequence of more intensive
cultivation of land, large scale shift in cropping pattern towards rice-wheat and installation of large
number of private tube wells....  The consequences are (i) fall in water table forcing the farmers
either to deepen the well or abandon it depending upon the accessibility of financial resources, (ii)
adverse effects on equity issue and (iii) abandoning agriculture itself and becoming agricultural and
non-agricultural labourers....  The adverse consequences of land degradation due to salinity and
water-logging are decline in farm production and income, unemployment and migration, disparities
and ecological imbalance..... for sustainable use of ground water based farming systems, we have to
conserve the ground water resources and simultaneously explore ways and means for enhancing
ground water recharge". (Sharma, 1995).

     It may seem from the description above that if only the excessive use of ground water is checked,
the situation in the area would return to normalcy.  This is not true.  The situation is an outcome of
an historical process which began in the late sixties in response to the critical food situation faced by
the country.  The policy maker, very rightly in the circumstances prevailing then, decided to
overcome the crisis by an ambitious strategy to secure a breakthrough in the production of rice and
wheat to increase the domestic supplies of foodgrains.  The strategy relied on supporting the farmer
up to the hilt-abundant supplies of water and electricity, subsidised inputs, remunerative prices for
the produce, dependable availability of services like credit, research and extension, modernisation of
rural infrastructures.  In less than a decade the food grain supplies increased enabling the country to
eliminate imports and to build up a public distribution system with a country wide spread.  The
seeds of the present problems in Haryana were sown when the strategy devised to deal with a crisis
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was not suitably modified when the crisis abated.  The situation can now be dealt with only if
thoroughgoing reforms are implemented to benefit from the export potential of rice and wheat and
to price power, water, and credit to reflect their economic cost and to rationalise public distribution
system and the related procurement, storage and distribution of foodgrains.  If the reforms are
implemented, the problems given rise to by overexploitation of groundwater would be eliminated at
the roots.  If the reforms are not implemented, the problems would persist irrespective of the
attempts made to regulate water use and to treat degraded land.

     The second major problem situation we describe is agriculture in the semi-arid drought-prone
regions which account for over a half of Indian agriculture.  These regions are deteriorating into
hardcore poverty areas with low crop yields, stagnant technology, meagre investments and
continuing degradation of land base owing to erosion, loss of tree cover and indifference towards
conservation of scarce water resources.  Governments show little interest in these areas, farmers
remain too weak to counter the oppressive poverty and rural communities subsist on periphery cut
off from many dimensions of modernisation.  Technologies for overcoming degradation of land and
loss of water resources are known.  This is also true of technologies waiting in laboratories which
could substantially raise crop yields.  There are instances - regrettably few - of village communities
achieving remarkable growth and modernisation through local leadership, self-help and
participation by using the programmes and resources made available by the government (Rao and
Hanumappa, 1999). NGOs have also some successful cases to their credit.  Barring these
exceptions, villages remain bypassed with a bewildering variety of schemes being implemented
leaving behind nothing more than some dubious records and statistics.

     The strategy recommended for improving agriculture in drought prone area is Watershed
Development which takes a comprehensive and integrated view of land and water resources in
watersheds which are the appropriate units to plan and implement programmes for upgrading and
conserving these resources.  National Watershed Development Project for Rainfed Agriculture
(NWDPRA) taken up in the mid-eighties (GOI, 1985) appears to have been the first major step
taken in India to operationalise watershed development strategy.  Deshpande and Thimmaiah have
recently reviewed the field assessments of the project (Deshpande and Thimmaiah, 1999).  They
find some impact on yield, employment and shifting towards high value crops.  The impact has not
been quantified.  They note that "the consultation (with the people) during planning stage was
totally absent.  The plans were prepared without involving them".  They do not sound confident
about the long-term sustainability of the programme and its eventual takeover by the people
belonging to the project area.  Hanumappa's findings also are rather disturbing on this score
(Hanumappa, 1999).  He observes "experience shows that even those watersheds which were
initially managed most efficiently have slowly degenerated due to lack of involvement of the
participants.  One of the reasons for this is the extra care taken by the implementing agencies
(mainly government agencies which provided all the required technical and engineering help along
with subsidies) and managing the projects from above.  In the process  participants became mere
onlookers than stake holders... Even the efforts to form collective associations and operationalise
them have met with poor response".  Hanumappa also mentions that NWDRA is targeted to cover
only 3 million hectares by the end of the Eighth Plan.  It is important to note that even in this
experimental phase there is no clear evidence of acceptability of the underlying strategy to the
farmers.
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     Here, again, the influence of the larger agricultural system needs to be borne in mind when
looking for reasons for the cumulative neglect of land and water resources in the drought-prone
areas.  The market environment marked by low and unstable prices add to the woes of farmers
facing droughts and scarcities.  The policy regime instead of providing a corrective makes the
situation worse by neglecting infrastructure, investments and institutions.  This is evident in the case
of oilseeds which were the source of a remarkable breakthrough in agricultural production in the
drought-prone areas during the 1980s.  A World Bank report points out the "fragmented structure
whose inefficiencies are borne by growers who receive lower than international prices at one end of
the production chain and consumers who pay higher than international prices at the other" (World
Bank, 1997).  A recent study by Gulati and Kelley observes "that farmers are responsive to profits
and prices suggests that improvement in crop yield, input and output markets and other
infrastructure can bring about efficiencies in agriculture in the SAT (semi arid tropics),
notwithstanding some degree of subsistence behaviour... There are several constraints at the micro-
level that may not allow farmers to go for the most efficient crop even when price incentives are
given.  These constraints may range from limited irrigation to lack of marketing or processing
facilities, or even lack of farmer's knowledge about the crop.... Government policy formulation
would do well to focus on non-price factors ranging from seeds to irrigation for farmers and on
dereservation of oilseed processing from small sector for the processors."  According to Alagh
policymaking should also focus on biotechnology to promote sustainable agricultural growth in
future "biotechnology has emerged as one of the most innovative and powerful tools to increase the
agricultural productivity on a sustainable basis... (it) can make important contributions to crop,
livestock, forestry and fishery development.  It holds promise for increasing the productivity,
quality, efficient processing and utilisation of products and at the same time reduce reliance on agro-
chemicals and other external inputs" (Alagh, 1999).

     In the light of the discussion in this section, we identify the following priority tasks in relation to
conservation and optimum use of our land and water resources.

i) Building up and maintaining an updated data base on the extent of land and water resources,
their location, present status, potentialities, ownership, use, regulation and control. PRIs should
be given the primary responsibility for collecting, recording and verifying data.  Remote
sensing and other advanced technologies should be used to explore the potentialities of the
resources and to complement the collection of data at the ground level.

ii) Preparing a detailed perspective plan to extend irrigation as quickly as possible to make full use
of the ultimate potential.

iii) Ensuring that the market, institutional and policy environment, are conducive to conservation-
oriented and judicious use of land and water resources.  Economic sanity should be restored to
administered pricing, user charges and government operations like procurement, storage and
distribution of foodgrains.  Micro-level decision-makers like producers and consumers should
get signals consistent with the social objective of conservation and economic use of valuable
but scarce resources like land and water.

iv) It is hoped that, given the right environment, schemes for improving degraded lands in green
revolution areas and the watershed development strategy in the drought-prone areas would be
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able to take rapid strides provided the problems of institutional arrangements, procedures and
personnel are tackled in right earnest.

v) As we approach the limits of land and water resources, search for a technology appropriate to
the emerging situation should be intensified.  Experts suggest that biotechnology would be a
promising field to explore.  Attention must also be paid to technologies available in research
stations but not reaching farms.

1.5 Promoting Human Development*

     The strategy for human development needs to be economy-wide in its scope. Generating
productive employment for the growing labour force should be an objective pursued by all sectors.
Similarly, eliminating extremes of inequality in the society would only be possible if peaks of
wealth and accumulation wherever they occur in the society are taken note of for distributive
policies.  The approach in this respect has been quite hypocritical.  Agricultural and rural sectors
were expected to absorb the residual labour while leaving the other sectors free to adopt capital-
intensive technologies with meagre labour absorption or permit entry only to the highly skilled.
Again, inequality in distribution of land and the economic gap between the haves and have-nots
within agriculture and rural area attract considerable policy attention but not the  pomp and vulgar
show of affluence in the urban enclaves of rich proud of their western lifestyles.  Inevitably,
agriculture became a "parking lot" of the poor and the marginalised.  The purpose of this section is
to argue that the marginalisation process in agriculture has now reached a critical stage.  While
agriculture has a substantial contribution to make to human development, it is important to take note
of its growing and oppressive burden which needs to be shifted to other sectors.

     We begin by taking note of selected major trends suggesting marginalisation of people in
agriculture. Table 1.5.1 is of help in taking a comparative look at the growth in population and in
agriculture in the decades since Independence.  The population growth rate shown in Table 1.5.1
relates to the decade preceding the year against which it appears.  The rate increased steadily from
1.25% per annum in 1941-51 to 2.22% per annum in 1971-81 and came down to 2.11% per annum
in 1981-91.  There is an expectation of a sharp reduction in the rate to 1.09 per cent per annum in
1991-2000.  While this could be an optimistic estimate, one can at least have a fair measure of
assurance that the population growth rate which decreased by a modest margin in 1981-91 would
continue its downward trend in the years to come.  As regards the agricultural growth, a word needs
to be said about the periodisation of the post-Independence decades.  The period 1949-50 to 1964-
65 could be identified as one of agricultural growth through area expansion; as can be seen from
table 1.5.1, the growth rate in area was higher than that in yield during this period.  The next period
- 1967-68 to 1980-81 is usually reckoned as the green revolution period though it may be
appropriate to regard it as the first round of the green revolution.  The period is marked by sharp
reduction in area expansion and a perceptible upward shift in yields.  The first round of the green
revolution was confined to only a few crops - rice and wheat being the major beneficiaries - and
selected areas like Punjab and Haryana.  In the first round, the yield improvement across all the
crops was too modest to compensate for the decrease in the rate of area expansion and, as a
result, growth rate of production came down from 3.13% per annum during 1949-50 to 1964-65
to 2.38% per annum during 1967-68 to 1980-81.  The second round of the green revolution -
                                               
* This section is based on Rao V.M. and Hanumappa H.G. (1999).
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1980-81 to 1991-92  - had a more creditable record with the almost entire growth rate of 3.21%
coming from improvement in yields.  The main point to be noted here is that over the post-
Independence decades the agricultural growth rate - and in the last decade even the rate of yield
increases - have remained ahead of the population growth rate.  Thus, the marginalisation
process in agriculture cannot be explained in terms of the Malthusian model alone though
population growth would certainly need to be carefully monitored in the years ahead to devise
effective brakes on it.

Table 1.5.1 - Population Growth Vs Agricultural Growth

Year Population Agricultural Growth
Growth (Annual Compound Growth Rate)

Total Annual Period Area Yield Production
Population Compound

Growth
Rate (%)

1951 361.1 1.25 1949-50 to 1964-65 1.61 1.50 3.13
1961 439.2 1.96 1967-68 to 1980-81 0.54 1.83 2.38
1971 548.2 2.20 1980-81 to 1991-92 0.05 3.16 3.21
1981 685.2 2.22 1949-50 to 1991-92 0.64 2.05 2.70
1991 844.3 2.11
2000* 987.3 1.09

Note :
* : Estimated population as on March 1, 2000.

While calculating agricultural growth, years 1965-66 and 1966-67 have been excluded as they were years of
serious scarcity.

Source : Agricultural Statistics at a Glance, Government of India, New Delhi, 1993.

     Table 1.5.2 below provides two pointers to the marginalisation of workers deriving their
livelihood in agriculture.  First, over the period 1951-1991, the work force in agriculture almost
doubled from 97 million to 185 million; the proportion of rural workers in agriculture to total
rural workers declined only marginally from 69 per cent in 1951 to 65 per cent in 1991.  More
alarming, there was a nearly three-fold increase in the number of agricultural labourers from 27
million in 1951 to 75 million in 1991 and, as a consequence, the proportion of labourers in
agricultural workforce increased from 28 per cent in 1951 to 40 per cent in 1991.

     This fast pace of casualisation of workforce in agriculture is a very suggestive clue to the
marginalisation of those deriving their livelihood in agriculture.  Second, the share of agriculture
in the national GDP decreased sharply over the period 1951 to 1991 from around 50 per cent to
about 25 per cent irrespective of whether a broader or a narrower concept of agriculture is
adopted for calculating its GDP share.  The implication is that the gap between the per worker
GDP in agriculture and that in non-agriculture widened markedly over the post-Independence
decades.  The widening gap, considered in the context of casualisation of workforce in
agriculture mentioned above, appears to provide a clear indication of the marginalisation process
operating in agriculture.
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Table 1.5.2:  Indicators of Marginalisation of Workers in Agriculture

Year Populati
on and
Workfor
ce
(Million
s)
Total Rural Rural Workers Total Rural

Workers
Cultivators Agricultural Others

Labourers
1951 361.1 298.6 (82.7) 69.9 (49.9) 27.3 (19.5) 42.8 (30.6) 140.0 (100.0)
1991 844.3 627.1 (74.3) 110.6 (38.8) 74.6 (26.1) 100.2 (35.1) 285.4 (100.0)

Figures in brackets are percentage to total rural workers.
Source: Agricultural Statistics at a Glance, Govt. of India, New Delhi, 1993.

Table 1.5.3 : Share of Agriculture GDP in Total GDP
(at 1980-81 Prices)

Per cent of Total GDP
Year Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries Agriculture
1950-51 55.4 48.7
1996-97 26.1 24.4

Source: National Account Statistics of India 1950-51 to 1996-97, EPW, Research Foundation, Mumbai, 1998.

     The changing structure of landholdings permits a closer observation of the marginalisation
process as it operates over time.  In a land-based economy, like the Indian rural economy, access
to land and to economic opportunities linked to land-based activities would be a good indicator
of the economic status of a household.  In such an economy, it would be reasonable to infer
marginalisation of cultivators if the structure of land holding has a strong trend towards
proliferation of small and marginal farmers who are usually viewed as the principal target
groups, along with landless labourers, for the anti-poverty programmes. Even so, the inferences
given below based on the National Sample Survey data on land holdings from the different
rounds are best viewed as indicative rather than definitive.  Table 1.5.3 shows the percentage of
rural households which were "landless" (owning less than 0.002 ha) and "near landless" (owning
between 0.002 ha and 0.200 ha).

Table 1.5.4 - Rural Landless Households

Year Landless Near Landless Total
(Households owning less than (Households owning between

0.002 ha) 0.002 ha and 0.200 ha)
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1960-61 11.68 26.22 37.90
1970-71 9.64 27.78 37.42
1981-82 11.33 28.60 39.93
1991-92 11.25 31.15 42.40

Source:  NSS 17th, 26th, 37th and 48th rounds

     It is significant to note that the liberalisation era began in India with over 40 per cent of rural
households being landless or near landless.  The proportion of the latter category shows a modest
but steady increase since the beginning of the green revolution in the early seventies.  It  would be
easy to appreciate the significance of this trend when it is considered along with the trend in the
distribution of ownership holdings (See table 1.5.4).

Table 1.5.5: Distribution of Owned Holdings

(% of total holdings and total area)
Year Marginal Small Semi Medium Medium Large

(< 1 ha) (1 to 2 ha) (2 to 4 ha) 4 to 10 ha) (10 ha & above)
Holding Area Holding Area Holding Area Holding Area Holding Area

1960-61 60.06 7.59 15.16 12.4 12.86 20.54 9.07 31.23 2.85 28.24
1970-71 62.62 9.76 15.49 14.68 11.4 21.92 7.83 30.75 2.12 22.91
1981-82 66.64 12.22 14.70 16.49 10.78 23.38 6.45 29.83 1.42 18.07
1991-92 69.38 16.93 21.75 33.97 5.06 17.63 2.84 17.64 0.95 13.83

Source: Same as for Table 1.5.4.

     It is worth noting that by the early nineties, over 96% of owned holdings belonged to the size-
groups marginal, small and semi-medium i.e., owners ranging between vulnerable to those likely to
have only modest potential for viability.  More important, over two-thirds of owned land was with
the lower three groups with the medium and large owners accounting for less than a third of total
land. Around the mid-fifties Professor Dantwala had drawn attention to the feature of the Indian
agriculture that while the small and marginal holdings predominated in numbers, large part of land
was in the hands of medium and large owners.  Thus, apparently, the marginalisation process has
brought about a major change in the production structure in agriculture.  Much more than before,
the small and marginal owners would have to shoulder in future the responsibility for the tasks
necessitated by agricultural growth and modernisation.

     Would the small and marginal owners have strong enough shoulders to bear this burden?  Table
1.5.4 offers little room for optimism.  A disturbing point to note is that the decade of 1981-82 to
1991-92 seems to have witnessed a marked intensification of the marginalisation process - the
percentage of small owners increased from 14.70 per cent to 21.75 per cent. Further,  the  small
owners emerged as the size-group with the largest share in total land.  The group accounted in 1991-
92 for over a third of total land with its share more than doubling over the decade 1981-82 to 1991-
92. In contrast, the medium owners who had the largest share in total land at the three earlier time
points covered by table 1.5.2 suffered a drastic reduction both in numbers and in the share in total
land.
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     As regards the large owners, they were less than one per cent of the total owners in 1991-92
but owned nearly 14 per cent of total land.  An interesting, but frankly speculative, inference
would be that the changing position of the large owners represents the other side of the
marginalisation process i.e., the presence, and possibly growing strength, of a small but dominant
and influential group in agriculture.  It must be borne in mind that the diminishing proportion of
the large owners and reduction in their land share could in part be due to their moving out of
agriculture to more lucrative opportunities in other sectors and, also, preference for investment in
non-land capital rather than only further addition to size of holding.  It may be recalled that the
newer opportunities in agriculture depend critically on investments in modern inputs and
technologies and not merely on larger and growing size of holding.

     Put together, the clues provided by tables 1.5.3 and 1.5.4 yield the following scenario of the
marginalisation process in agriculture since the beginning of the planning era in India.  The era
began with substantial landlessness in rural areas.  The process instead of being reversed - or
even arrested - has continued to operate over the post-Independence decades with landlessness
reaching the extent of over 40 per cent in 1991-92.  What should cause particular concern is the
apparent intensification of the process during the eighties with a noticeable impact on the
production  structure  in  which  small  and  marginal  owners  now account for a half of the total
land.  At the same time, there is also an indication of the large owners diminishing in proportion
but, possibly, gaining in status and dominance through modernising their farming activities.  Our
political system is already under a severe strain owing to its inability to accommodate the rising
expectations of the lower strata in the society, particularly those in the rural areas.  Unchecked
marginalisation of the poor in agriculture could prove to be the last straw on the back of the
camel.

     What might explain the paradox of marginalisation of large parts of rural people despite fairly
sustained agricultural growth since Independence?  It is important to seek an explanation as the
sustained potentialities for agricultural growth now being visualised for the coming decades may
not by themselves arrest the marginalisation process.  We have three promising clues which
could help in resolving the paradox.  First, urban India and large industries have received far
more policy attention during the planning era than rural environs, resources and people.  This has
been an unfavourable policy context for agriculture.  An influential group of economists,
including  Dr.Manmohan  Singh,  the  former  Finance Minister, believe that the overall effect of
the policy context has been to disprotect agriculture in India.  Second, agricultural growth
strategy and policies have benefited limited regions, crops and farmer groups giving rise to a
growing dualism in rural India. Disaggregated studies bring out the parlous state in which rainfed
regions in India accounting for 70 per cent of area under crops find themselves half-a-century
after Independence.  Biased agricultural growth spawns persistent and growing regional
inequities pushing masses of cultivators to the brink of economic collapse.  Third, the
unfavourable policy context  for  the rural  people  have  had   the result  of  creating  an
institutional vacuum at the ground level making it difficult for the development agencies to reach
rural people and to mobilise them for developmental activities. The institutional vacuum at the
ground   level   has  also  the   effect   of  inhibiting  capacities  of   the  rural  people  to  take
development initiatives, provide local leadership and build up organisations for collective action
to protect their interests. With docile and passive rural communities dispersed over a vast area,
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the policy making elites have little reason to look beyond their own interests while choosing
development strategies and priorities.

     The prevailing policy context along with the shift towards liberalisation and globalisation has
frightening implications for human development in India.  Studies using the Head Count Ratio of
poverty (HCR) - reflecting the minimal concept of poverty based on food deprivation - show that
poverty diminishes with growth, particularly agricultural growth.  There is a near consensus
among the academics that liberalisation through its linkage with growth would be a powerful
anti-poverty strategy.  However, it is not clear that the type of growth that has taken place in
India and which is likely to continue in the coming decades would reduce poverty reckoned in
terms of multiple deprivation criteria besides food.  In fact, the marginalisation process in
operation in agriculture is very likely to have an extremely adverse impact on poverty measured
in terms of low/diminishing human development.

     The priority tasks identified in the preceding two sections would be of some help to the
government in focussing the policy regime as a whole on the marginalised people.  It is also
necessary to repeat the point made at the beginning of this section that promoting human
development would need an economy-wide strategy to generate productive employment for the
poor and the marginalised and to level down the extremes of inequality.    Keeping  this  overall
policy context in mind, one can suggest the following priority tasks to counter the
marginalisation process operating in agriculture.

i. Broad based agricultural growth and diversification would stimulate value-adding activities
like processing and preparing specialist items with large demand.  There would be growth in
productive employment opportunities but the workers in agriculture would have to be
trained for the new skills and occupations.  In the light of the experience gained so far in
programmes like TRYSEM run by the government and similar activities of NGOs, attempt
should be made to look ahead to identify the promising opportunities in different areas and
to anticipate in advance the training and other assistance which could help the workers in
agriculture to benefit from these emerging employment opportunities.

ii. Rise in rural incomes and the formation of a relatively better off middle strata in the rural
communities would generate wide ranging demands for goods and services.  The
consequential rise in employment opportunities needs to be kept in mind while planning the
training and other assistance to be given to the workers in agriculture.

iii. There is a trend towards the rural-urban continuum becoming more connected with quicker
and smoother flow of people and goods.  This trend needs to be supported so that village
economies remaining relatively isolated from the mainstream get more firmly linked with it.
Ideally, rural communities should have bustling commuting zone around them for
employment, for marketing their products and for purchasing inputs.  This would check the
flow of migrants to urban slums and flight of talent from villages.  It would also help in
obtaining a more even and balanced spatial spread of economic and other social activities.

1.6 Getting Oriented to Modernisation:
The Prospects Ahead
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     Modernisation is a society-wide process working through many channels interacting with
each other and with the global environment. It is a powerful process bringing about systemic
changes-particularly in the traditional and poor societies like India-which individual countries
and governments find increasingly difficult to counter. Modernisation brings many benefits but
could also cause widespread disruptions and distress. It would be futile for a developing country
to try to insulate itself from the process of modernisation. It is an essential ingredient of
development and a successful development strategy could very appropriately be defined as the
one which adjusts to modernisation maximizing its benefits and minimizing the costs. This is the
reason our search for priority tasks has been focused on modernisation of agriculture as the goal
of development.

     It is evident from the preceding sections that, despite its many achievements in the post-
Independence decades, Indian agriculture fails to meet the criterion of modernisation. Human
development indices and the indicators of marginalisation of vast numbers in agriculture
presented in this paper serve to underline this failure as also the urgent need to orient policy-
making towards modernisation. It is our conviction that this cannot be done by only reviewing
the existing policies to improve them. The economic reforms being implemented since the
beginning of the nineties do recognise the need for a new paradigm for policymaking for
development though, as in the past, agriculture tends to remain on sidelines until a crisis knocks
on the door. Abundant funds are promised for agriculture but there is no matching readiness on
the part of the government to take up tasks which are crucial for modernisation of agriculture but
have been grossly neglected so far.  A common characteristic of the priority tasks identified in
this paper is that they have tons of writings adorning them but the action taken by the
government has to be measured in ounces! In social science analysis, it is important to look at
government as one constituent in the total society. This is of help in understanding how social
milieu helps/ inhibits capacity of governments to undertake tasks relating to goals like
modernisation of traditional societies.

     Let us begin by taking a look at our experiences in building up Panchayati Raj Institutions
(PRIs). PRIs form the foundation of representative and participatory institutions which is of
crucial importance in making agriculture self-regulating, overcoming limits to growth and
promoting human development. The development functions to be handled by them and the
responsibility for area-based planning assigned to them make them a key change agent in the
process of modernisation. PRIs occupy a prominent place in Gandhian ideology. The first major
report on PRIs was prepared in the fifties followed by many others. However, concrete steps
towards empowering PRIs were taken only in the Eighties and they acquired the constitutional
status almost a decade later. The long interval between the official recognition of the need to
have PRIs  (various reports) and concrete action (constitutional amendments in 1993) could be
explained by the fact that in the intervening period rural growth and spread of political awareness
among rural masses had prepared the ground for a much larger role than before for rural people
in policymaking for development. The  process of rural areas and people joining the mainstream
is still far from complete. The progress of PRIs is bound to help this process which, in turn,
would add thrust to activation of PRIs. If the task of building up PRIs gets the priority it
deserves, one may expect rapid progress in the next decade or so with a noticeable impact on
policymaking for agriculture and rural areas.
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     Once PRIs become active at the grassroots, a necessary outcome would be the coming into
being of a multilevel system linking the plans and decisions of PRIs with those at the top. The
ACRP literature referred to in section 3 has done some groundwork in this direction but its
operationalisation as a multilevel system would become feasible only when the institutional
change at the grassroots begins to exert pressure on the centre and the states for substantial
devolution of resources and autonomy in their use. In the process, the present division of
functions-policy making at the centre and implementation by the governments at the lower tiers-
would be replaced by dispersal of policymaking function across tiers of the government from the
centre to PRIs. Currently, policy formulation is identified with impressive documents prepared at
the top in language elastic enough to reconcile ambitious objectives with modest achievement. In
a multilevel system, policies would be shaped by aggregation and adjustments across the
different tiers of the government with only broad goals, norms and parameters being formulated
at the top reflecting the consensus emerging from hard bargaining across the tiers of the
government. The present policy documents prepared at the top could undergo many and
substantial changes difficult to foresee now. It is for this reason that we have focused this paper
on priority tasks rather than on the policy agenda.

     A self-regulating agricultural system would still need selective government interventions to
keep it moving towards modernisation. As we have indicated in the preceding sections,
interventions would be needed to preserve economic stability, to conserve and make judicious
use of critical endowments like land and water and to reach human development to substantial
sections of population trapped in poverty. It is unnecessary to repeat the scope and importance of
these priority tasks. What is important to note is that the government would be able to focus
attention on these tasks only after it gets disentangled from its present numerous interventions of
wrong kind motivated by populism, need to appease powerful lobbies and a strong urge to retain-
and, if possible, further extend and strengthen-its control over the economy. These wrong kind of
interventions are rapidly becoming unsustainable owing to rising economic costs,
disenchantment of intended beneficiaries with populism and lobbies getting too numerous and
large to be appeased. Simultaneously, pressures would also grow from large constituencies like
farmers for the right kind of interventions indicated above. Thus, the emerging context promises
some improvement in the government’s role as an intervener.

     Would the movement towards modernisation of agriculture induced by changing social milieu
and different kinds of pressures working on the government be fast and balanced enough to bring
about development? It is difficult to be very optimistic on this score. India appears to be on the
verge of passing through a succession of crises. It would have to face them relying on very
inadequate equipment: weak governance; poor work culture and professional ethics among elites
and organised groups; gathering impatience among the lower strata with the social system and its
inequities. These features would have to change for the society as a whole to move towards
modernisation. The future, indeed, looks grim. But it is not necessarily without hope. Crises
often help societies to get rid of accumulated toxicities and regain health and vigour. India could
benefit much from such crises!


