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Food security for thought

The goal of ‘food for all’ is proving more elusive than ever in the face of rising prices and failing
oroduction.

— shk Charabart"

in terms of per capita avazabllity, India has only 176.3 kg of Tc—dgai 2 yea aair.Si ihe il

average of 358.4 kg a year

ievendra Mishra
Subhash Sharma

ay pack in 194€ at Noakhali, Mahatma Garnidhi had perceptively remarked “To the hungry, God 2
read.” Right to food is a basic birthright for all and is an integrai part of the nght to ide enshrined =
sticle 21 of the Indian Constitution as well as the Universal Deciaration of Human Rights (1648).
=owaver, in the last 10 years, the goal of "food for all’ seems farther away than ever for the

dsveloping world, including india.
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in the last three years, foog prices woridwide have risen 83 per cent, raising fears of increased
—"naénu%rition hunger and political instabiiity. In much of the developing world, where B0-80 per cent of

. & family’s income is spent on food, avery 20 per cent increase ir food orices pushes 10C milion more

neopie into the ranks of the poorest of the poor — those whe live on iess than $1 a day.

According to Prof M. $. Swaminathan {2008), "Sustainable food security involves physical, sconomic
and social access 10 & balanced diet and clean drnking water for avery child. woeman and man in the
country.”

oo ndiz. a smalifmarginal farmear & foroed to sell a pant of his food production, even when itis

3 =nt 1o meet his family's yearly neads, In b ahie o pay for necassiies such as uiensiis
nealth, education and s o T izt & ‘compuisive nvelvement, 1o use If\r.shna
i's terms (1974, in P miarkat
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e iives Second, the farmer alsc grows cash crops, which are more remunerative than food-grains, Third,
during sowing they have to pay the labourers wages in cash. Fourth, most farmers also have to meet
expenses for social obligations such as festivals, debt payment, and so on.

To encourage farmers o praduce more the Government provides subsidies on fertitisers and
irngation (eleciricity charges), crop loans, and so on. In addition. it fixes the minimum support price
{MSP) for various foodgrains, pulses, oilseeds and cash crops.

One may adjudge the country's performance on foodgrains in three ways: compare India's average
yield per hectare with the world average yield per hectare; India’s percentage share in world

. production; and compare India’s per capita annual average availability of foodgrains with the global
) figure. India lags far behind the world average yield .

Second, for wheat India shares 11.1 per cent of total world production and ranks third; for rice it
_ >earch shares 21.6 per cent of world production and ranks second: but for maize it shares just 1.7 per cent
of world production and ranks seventh (with Romania).

R ES This is not satisfaciory in view of its large population, which constitutes about 17 per cent of world
population. Third, in terms of per capita availability, india has only 176.3 kg of foodgrains a year (an
average for 1989-2001) against the world average of 358 .4 kg a year, though the minimum
requirement in India according fo the National Institute of Nutrition (Hyderabad) is 182.5 kg per head
a year (that is, about haif a kg daily).

Availability at iocal teve!

However, irrespeciive of the availability at the national level, unizss foodgrains are avaitable at the
iocal village/panchayat store, the local market, the public distrbution system outlet or the cooperative
store, the farmars and labourers will not have physical access to it.

S The third important aspect of foed security is at the househoid level. It is a bitter fact that though India
i had 39 per cent of its grain production in public stock (over B0 miillion tonnes) in 2000, about 25 per
cent of Indians wers undernourished and food insecure. As the MSP is not adequate — nor are the
purchase centres — farmers are compelled to sell paddy to local traders or ‘net buyers’ of viltages.
Therefore, as far as economic accessibifity is concerned, people living below the poverty line (26 per
cent) cannot afford to buy food.

The fourth aspect of food security is the consumption pattern for weiibeing at the inira-househo'd
tevel — there is often a visible discrimination against females, children, elderly, disabied. widows,
wife and children of non-earing males and sc on either due o scarcity of food in the family or
discriminatory social practices or individual biases of the head of the family.

Finally, food absorption is another aspect of food security at the individual level. As some famuly
mermbers often do not get nutritious foad in terms of required calories, there is an increase in ihe
~umber of underweighi children, children with stunted growth, diseases due to malnourishment, s
Rrmity leading to early mortafity.

2t 1S 10 he done?

A popular view has emerged, mostly in developing countnes. ihat diversion of agricultura: iand for
zicfuel (ethanoi) production should be reversed immediately, as it has led to 30 per cent increase in
giobal food prices, pushing 30 million peapie worldwide into poverty. The solution however i3 not that
straighiforward.

-v& must ensure that ins basic needs of all people are met in an integrated manner, and noi merely
& @ risk management or relief measurs. Davelopment pregrammes/schamaes like the National Rurat

mployment Guaraniee, midday meals, ICDS, sanitation and Fygiena shoukl ensure supply of

ticus food and safe drinking water through entitiernent card o promote inciusive social

11

Szcond. implementation shouid be decentraiised through panchayats. Third, as adequate foodgrains
“ways available in government godowns, and given the increasing cosis of storage, minimum
2ns should be supplied even to the so-called "Above Foveity Line' (APL) famities: this weuld
Crave more remunerative for PRE dealers as they will Bt more guantities.
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Fourth, there should be greater public investment in agriculture as nearly two-thirds of indians are
engaged in it. This must ensure bringing wasteland under cuitivation as well as increasing yield per
acre — production and productivity.

Various case studies have clearly found that public investment in infrastructure induces private
mvestment in various agricultural activities.

Fifth, while agriculture subsidies (fertilisers) shouid continue, it should be shifted from chemical
fertilisers o green and bio-fertilisers, from chemicai pesticidefinsecticide/weadicide to integrated pest
management, from GM seeds to improved indigenous seeds, from flood irrigation to drip irrigation.

Traditionai indigenous knowledge systems should be fully tapped. Thus a paradigm shift from green
revolution to ‘Evergreen Revolution’, to use Prof M. §. Swaminathan’s term, is called for.

{The authors are members of Indian Revenue Service and tndian Administrative Service respectively.
The views are personal. bifeedback@thehindu.co.in)
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