Sabotaging PDS

In a cruel and unprecedented move the cabinet has decided to reduce the PDS outlay by over 4524 crores by increasing prices and cutting quotas, at a time when a family is entitled to only 35 kg per month as compared to a family need of 60 kg. This has been done on the basis of a World Bank sponsored dubious analysis of National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO) data purporting to show that poverty in India had reduced from 36% to 26% of the population. The conclusion drawn was that globalization, privatization and structural adjustment was indeed working not only for the rich but also the poor.  Several economists joined the bandwagon of the World Bank and published papers to this effect only to be met by a barrage of criticism.  

Matters came to a head when the number of persons eligible to get subsidized rations under the below poverty line (BPL) quota were sought to be drastically reduced by the Central Government in 2002. In Rajasthan alone 10 lakh families were to be removed from the BPL list.  The Peoples Union for Civil Liberties (PUCL) moved the Supreme Court that stayed the decision.  

The poverty line was fixed in 1979 by the Planning Commission at Rs. 49 per person per month corresponding to an intake of 2,400 K calories per person per day.  In 2001 the Planning Commission released its updated poverty line.  In the era of globalization where trade and business standards are sought to be universalized the poverty line of the Planning Commission made interesting reading. In the capital city for example, the poverty line stands at Rs. 511 per person per month or approximately Rs. 17 per day.  A domestic servant or an unskilled worker earning Rs. 18 would be ineligible to get a BPL card! In Delhi travel to work alone would normally cost an employee that amount. In the rural areas it is Rs. 11.  

The old International Poverty Line is $ 1 per person per day or in Indian terms approximately Rs.1400 per month. It is more common to use the revised International Poverty Line standard of $ 2 per day.  And yet the Indian Government which otherwise swears by globalization still uses a standard of $ 1/3 per person per day! By this statistical jugglery government boasts to the international community that liberal reforms have worked and poverty has been reduced. 

Then Professor Utsa Patnaik of JNU published a remarkable paper titled “The Republic of Hunger” where, on the basis of the latest census, found 70% of the Indian population at or below the poverty line of 2,400 K calories per person per day.  Going by this standard of food intake over 700 million people in India are poor and consume less than the minimum!  She found that in the last decade the annual absorption of food grains per head had come down from 177 kg to 155 kg, levels last seen during World War II.  She concludes that though foodgrains are available people are too poor to purchase these grains at the prices they are available.  Hardly 10 million tons were sold through PDS in 2000 as compared to 20 million tons in 1991.  

After PDS was set up in 1964 and distribution peaked in 1991 it was sabotaged by price increases and targeting. Between 1991 and 1994 PDS prices were doubled. Between 1998 and 2001 APL prices were increased by 85% and BPL prices by 66%. Sales dropped and the poor were priced out. BPL and APL price must be slashed to make grain affordable for the poor.

In 1997 targeting was introduced. This break up into above poverty line and below poverty line families was done ostensibly to benefit the poor but it is now well documented that targeting errors were so numerous and so severe that millions of the poor are excluded from the BPL list and millions of ineligible families included therein.

With the largest population of malnourished people in the world and with half the nation’s women and children malnourished, ‘business as usual’ will not do.  Drastic steps are called for. The heart of the matter is money. India’s food subsidy at 1% GDP is not high by international standards. India must consciously dedicate a part of its GDP towards subsidizing food for the poor. The subsidy must go up not down. In the present extreme situation 2% GDP is not excessive. Jamaica in the 70’s and Tunisia in the 80’s had these subsidy levels.

Once upon a time Sri Lanka too had an effective universal system of heavily subsidized food.  Encouraged by the IMF, government began targeting in 1972 and shifted to a fraudulent food stamp programme in 1979.  The poor were excluded. Similar changes were made in Mexico in the 80’s and there was a fall of 80% in the number of households receiving subsidized food between 1983 and 1987. In Jamaica where upto 1984 price subsidies were in place for food, these were eliminated and in 1988 it was found that 53% of the poorest households were not receiving food stamps.  

The decision of the central cabinet to reduce the food available to the poor is a betrayal of the mandate of the UPA government that was elected by the poor in the hope that it would reverse the anti-people policies of the NDA government. Rumours circulating in the corridors of power that since the Employment Guarantee Act has been brought into force without a Financial Memorandum, the Finance Minister and the Planning Commission are not ready to make funds available unless funds are diverted from the PDS by pruning it have gained credence over the past week. Cutting back on the main existing food security programme on the illusory promise of employment guarantee will be a huge setback for the poor.
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