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STARVING THE POOR
Jean Dreze

There is no grester scam in India a this time than the socdled food subsdy. Under the
cover of “food security”, the government is kegping millions of tonnes of food out of reech of
jpoor people.

Even & the bet of times undernutrition levels in India ae extreordinarily high.
According to the second Nationd Family Hedth Survey (1998-9), about hdf of dl Indian
children are chronicdly undernourished. The lates Human Development Report places India
a the rock bottom of the internationd scde in this respect, with only Bangladesh doing
worse.  This year, with drought affecting large parts of the country for the second or third
timein arow, undernourisment and starvation could spread even further.

Agang this background, unsuspecting observers may wecome the fact that the
Indian government is spending aout Rs 10,000 crores this yer on the “food subgdy”.
Surdy this hdps to bring food within reach of poor families? Far from it. The food subsdy
is essentidly the deficit of the Food Corporation of India (FCl), whose operations are now
chiefly geared to keeping food prices up rather than down. This has been achieved
(temporarily a least) by accumulaing messve amounts of food in FClI godowns. Today,
foodgrain stocks are gpproaching 50 million tonnes.

The Indian public is s0 used to lage numbers that it is easy to loose dght of the
daggering scde of this hoard. It may hdp to think of it as the equivdent of one tonne of
food for each houschold under the poverty line If dl the sacks of gran lying in FC
godowns were lined up in a row, the line would dretch for a million kilometres - more than
twice the disance from the earth to the moon. When millions of people are undernourished if
not darving, hoarding food on this scde — a enormous cost — is nothing short of implicit
mass murder.

There are two mgor reasons why the food subddy is 0 lage a this time. One
pertains to the FCl's high operating cods (including the dorage cods). According to one
edimate, those accounted for nearly hdf of the totd food subsdy in the mid-1990s The
second reason is that, a this time, the FClI is buying far more food then it is sdling. The
difference is a net addition to stocks- the later continue to grow by legps and bounds.



whet they gain on one dde from subsdised food obtained from the public digtibution sysem
(PDS) pdes in comparison to what they loose as a result of having to pay higher food prices
in the market. This is dl the more so bearing in mind the low qudity of PDS foodgrains. In
ome aess, it is reported that even “BPL” (bdow povety line) households see litile
advantage in purchasng food from raion shops rether than from the market, because the
price differentid is too smdl to compensate for the qudity differentid. These households, in
other words, effectivdly gain nothing from subsdised PDS sdes, on the other hand, they bear
the burden of high food pricesin the market as aresult of the FCI's hoarding operations.

Meanwhile, unintended condituencies ae merily feeding a the “food security”
trough. Ras and worms are devouring the stocks. Rationshop deders didribution agents
and other intermediaries are sdling PDS food on the black maket.  According to the
Panning Commission, 36 per cent of PDS wheat and 31 per cent of PDS rice is gppropriated
by private parties, a the dl-India levd. All this boogts the “food subsidy” (i.e the deficit of
the Food Corporation of India), without doing anything for the hungry.

The quegtion arises as to why these mounting stocks are not used to fund a massve
expandon of the public didgribution sysem, food-for-work schemes or other anti-poverty
progranmes.  This gppears to be largdy a mater of politicd priorities organisationd
abilities, and willingness to bear the financid costs associated with such programmes (eg. the
nontwage component of foodfor-work schemes).  Addressng these "bottlenecks' is an
urgent direction of politica action & this time of widespread hardship across the country.

It would be a migake, however, to assume tha incomegenerdion programmes aone
would succeed in absorbing the current food stocks  According to severd recent gudies, it is
only a vey low levds of income that foodgran consumption rises with additiond income
beyond that, income increases leed to higher consumption of pulses vegetables, milk, fa and
relaed items but foodgrain consumption remains more or less unchanged. This suggests
that, after a point, income-generaion programmes will not hep to rexdlve the fundamentd
imbaance between foodgran demand and supply a the prevaling price  Resolving that
imbdance ultimatdy cdls for a dedine in the rddive price of foodgrans. That, in turn,
would conflicc with a paamount objective of food policy a this time namdy the
continuetion of relaively high foodgrain prices.

The conviction that food prices have to be “supported’ (i.e. kept up) is so srong and
0 widespread tha it has cdouded any reasoned andysis of the socid consequences of high
food prices Many people, especidly poor people, would gain fom a decline in food prices



For agriculturd labourers, migrant workers, dum dwdlers, in short dl those among the poor
who buy most of ther food on the market, chegper food would be a blessng. People living in
drought-affected areas that are poorly served by the public distribution sytsem would dso get
subgtantia rdief from being able to buy chegp food on the market, ingead of beng a the
mercy of the PDS mafia

What about the farmers? As it is, they have not been doing too wel in recent years,
with the dowdown of agriculturd growth in the nineties followed by widespread drought.
Their liveihoods are further thregtened, in some cases, by the imminent lifting of quantitative
redrictions on agricultura imports in compliance with WTO reguations  Agang this
background, isit not imperative to sugtain high foodgrain prices?

There are two answers to this question. One is that the poorer sections of the farming
community benefit very little, if a dl, from price support messures  Condder for instance
gndl famers in, say, Orissa or Jhakhand or Chatisgarh. These famers typicdly sl little
gran, if any, on the maket; indead, they tend to combine subssence farming with labour
migration and other income-earning activities that dlow them to buy non-food commodities
Hence, higher food prices do not hdp them. Wha would hdp them is an improvement in
productivity, based for ingance on technologica innovation and crop diversfication. There
is an enormous potentid for productivity improvement in large parts of the esstern region,
which has been grosdy neglected. Instead, massive resources have been spent on promoting
unsustainable farming petterns in Punjab, Haryana and other privileged aress.

The second answer is that, whatever the pros and cons of lower food prices, it is in
any case not possble to sudan atificidly high prices short of destroying or exporting the
aurplus food. Soring surplus food only postpones the problem.  Worse, it aggravates it, by
giving famers mideading sgnds to the effect that they should continue growing more
foodgrains indead of diverdfying ther crops. Sooner or laer, this is bound to lead to a glut
in the foodgran maket and a collgpse of market prices defeating the pricesupport policy.
In fact, declines in market prices have dready heppened this year in lage pats of the
country. The glut is likdy to intengfy after the rabi harvest, especidly as private traders are
unlikey to teke the risk of buying large quantities of food. It is reported that plans are afoot
to ded with this impending "crigs' through offidd procurement of up to ancther 20 million
tonnes of wheat. But this only amounts to digging the hole degper and deeper.

Temporaily kesping prices up by doring food & massve public expense is not an
effective way of heping needy famers. In so far as supporting food prices is a sensble
objective, the only susaingble and eguitable way of doing it is to generate income among the



poorer sections of society.  This is paticulaly so a this time of widespread drought, when
income-generation progranmes can play a cucid role in sudaining peoples effective
demand for food. The case for usng food stocks without dday to fund massve employment
programmes (the traditional backbone of drought rdlief in India) is overwheming.

Why, then, is 0 little being done to use food docks for drought relief purposes?
There gppear to be three basic condraints, concerned respectively with politicd, financid and
Sructurd factors.

The politicd condrant is amply tha drought rdief is not (a leest not yet) a priority
in the corridors of power. The poor have never counted for much in Indids lopsded
democracy, and with the growing orientation of economic policy towards the (socdled)
middle dass, ther concens have been further margindised. Drought, for ingance, hardly
figuresin expert discussons of the forthcoming budget.

This politicad invighility of drought-related issues struck me after a recent vist to
Rgashan's dae secretariat in Japur.  While some able and public-spirited  adminidrators
were had a work, the dominant mood was one of complacency and abdicaion. The most
common dtitude was to downplay the drought, if not blame the victims for thear own
predicament. One offidd assured me that the drought was "media hype', and that people
were doing just fine. Another explaned to me how he had leant from Amartya Sen's work
that the firg sgn of a famine is food scarcity and a rise in prices, neither of which could be
obsarved in Rgashan today. (It is had to think of a more radicd inverson of Sen's
andyss) Asked aout the posshbility of curbing dectricity consumption in Jaipur during the
drought period, the Chief Miniger proudly told us (P. Sainath and mysdlf) that he had aready
done it. As he spoke, the lights of Japur's lavish wedding parties and glittering avenues were
glowing across the evening sky.

A dgmila feedback emerges from New Ddhi's various bhawans (Yojana Bhawan,
Krishi Bhawan, eic). A senior officid a the Finance Minidry, for indance, assured me that
"people do not have the cgpacity to absorb more food" [dd].

Initidly, | took it that dl these good people were trying to pull the wool over my eyes
It gradudly became dear, however, that they actudly bdieved what they were saying. And
to be far to them, there is little in Japur (let done Dehi) to remind the middle dasses that
they live in the capitd of a drought-affected State. The atmosphere there is one of economic
boom and unprecedented opulence, with plenty of internet cafés smart resaurants and
fashionable boutiques  The "socid digance' between government officdds and  drought
affected people further enhances the paliticd invishility d the latter's predicament.



The second condraint is financid. The coffers of date governments are empty,
meking it difficult for them to bear the cash codts of income-generation programmes (eg. the
nonrweage component of food-for-work schemes). At the date secretariat in Jaipur, "pase
naheen hd' (there is no money) was a condant refrain. Finding money to pay the sdaries of
government employees is the top priority of the finance wizards if not the sngle priority.
Rumour hes it tha dl kinds of deveopment schemes have been hdted, downsized or
posponed for that purpose  Even widow pensions, | was told, had not been pad during the
preceding eight monthsfor lack of funds.

The financid condraint is exacerbated by the tendency of different parts of the public
sctor (eg. the Food Corporation of India, the daie governments, different minidries) to
protect ther own budgets and "pass the buck'. State governments for ingance, currently
have to buy food from the centrd government a the "BPL pricg'. Thus, the low socid cost
of food a thistime of bloated stocks is not reflected in public accounting practices.

The thought arises, of course, that pat of the food stocks could be sold on the market
to generate the required cash resources. This brings us to the third issue - the sructurd
condrant. This condraint derives from the primacy of the pricesupport objective, discussed
ealier. If food docks ae rdeased on the market, food prices will fdl. This would
undermine the centrd governments commitment to susan a "minimum  support  price’
(MSP). In other words, whatever food the government may sdl to generate cash resources
will, in effect, have to be bought again to sugtain the officid MSP.

This problem, incdentdly, gpplies not only in reaion to the "overheads' involved in
organising (say) employment programmes, but aso to wage payments themsdves.  If wages
ae pad fuly in kind, the maket demand for food is bound to dedine compdling the
government to procure more food if the MSP is to be sudained. In short, the government
cannot have its cake and eat it: ether it has to generate independent cash resources for
drought relief programmes, or it has to adopt alower MSP.

To these three basc condraints, one has to add further impediments of a more routine
naure buresucratic inertia, infragructurd  bottlenecks,  lack of communication  between
minigries, and s0 on. The "blame game' between centrd and dae governments is another
dumbling block. Stae governments, for ingance, complan of inedequate food dlotments
from the centrd government. The centrd government, for its part, blames sate governments
for faling to make full use of ther exiging dlotments. Congructive efforts to resolve these
differences are few and far between.



In overcoming these condraints, the firs step is to ensure that the welfare of drought-
dfected people becomes a mgor palitica priority.  That, in tun, is unlikey to happen unless
drought-affected people are able to build countervaling power and dter the prevaling biases
of public policy. As it happens, a redeeming fegiure of droughts in contemporary India is thet
they tend to be periods of intendfied politicd action and popular mobilisstion. The 19703
drought in Maharashtra led to growing socid awareness of the right to work, later enshrined
in the da€ds pionearing "employment guarantee scheme'. The 1987 drought in Rgasthan
gave hirth to a powerful movement for the "peoples right to information”. Even the Naxdite
movement has important roots in the devagtating droughts of the mid-1960s.

This year, Smilar processes have dready begun in some drought-affected states. On
18 February, for ingance, more than 1,000 famers and labourers from drought-affected
ddricts of Rgashan hed a public megting near the dae secretaria in Japur, in a spirited
atempt to meke their voices heard. Ther datling testimonies exposed the sdf-satidfied
dams of the adminidration. In one village of Pdi digrict, people have to fetch drinking
water from a digance of 20 kilometres. In Rgsamand, the didrict's largest lake has dried up
for the firg time in 300 years. In Udapur didrict, two davation degths have dready been
reported. In tribad aeas of Chittaurgarh, drought-affected families are sdling their meagre
ass to buy food. In some villages children are withdrawn from school by impoverished
parents. Digtress migration and cattle deaths are widespread.  As for rdief programmes, they
are virtudly nonexigent as things gand: the coverage of rdief works is negligible, and even
the public digribution sysem does not function in many aress. Everywhere, people who seek
reief are told that "there is no money" and that "orders are awaited" for the initiation of relief
programmes.

This meding was a mgor wake-up cadl for the sate government (and there are early
sgns of a pogtive response).  Gatherings of this kind dso give a shap sense of the latent
poliicd power of the undeprivileged. The paradox of mounting food gocks amidst
widespread hunger provides a naurd rdlying point for further popular mobilistion across
the country. Therein lies an important hope not only of resolving that paradox but dso of
achieving more lagting changesin the balance of palitica power.



