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	In the course of the last five years, the population of India has been sliding down towards sharply lowered levels of per capita foodgrains absorption, levels so low in particular years that they have not been seen for the last half-century. Between the early Nineties when economic reforms began, and now, taking three-year averages, the annual absorption of foodgrains per head has come down from 178 kg to 155 kg. Such low absorption levels were last seen in the initial years of World War II — from where they had fallen further still. Again, after some recovery, the very first few years after Independence and the food crisis of the mid-Sixties are comparable to present average absorption levels.

Over four-fifth of the total fall in the Nineties has taken place in the last five years alone, from 174 kg in the three years ending in 1998 to 155 kg taking the average of the two pre-drought years. This unprecedented fall in foodgrains absorption in the last five years has entailed a sharp increase in the number of people in hunger, particularly in rural areas, and for very many it has meant starvation. The average downward movement in turn is the outcome of divergent trends — foodgrains absorption is rising fast for the (mainly urban) well-to-do, and is either the same or falling faster than the average for the bulk of the (mainly rural) population.

This phenomenon of increasing numbers in hunger can be established both on the basis of the hardest and most reliable data (on output, trade and stocks) that we have from official data sources, as well as from the ground-level experience of individual researchers and of organisations working in rural areas. The phenomenon is completely independent of the recent drought, and indeed the lowest levels of foodgrains absorption to date, has been registered two years before the severe drought of 2002-03.

The perception of the government and of the majority of academics is, however, very different from that expressed above. They interpret the development as nothing out of the ordinary and many even see it as a positive development, indicating a voluntarily chosen, more diversified basket of consumption by all segments of the population including the poor. When, as a ground reality, the incidence of hunger rises, a ‘denial mode’ among those who govern and among those who are associated with making or influencing policy during the period concerned is to be expected. But in the present case the divergence between the reality of increasing hunger and the bland justifications of the phenomenon as a positive one is so striking that this divergence itself requires a theoretical explanation.

Reports of starvation, farmer suicides and deepening hunger should cause little surprise when we consider the recent trends in the official data on foodgrains output and availability. If we exclude the abnormal drought year 2002-03 and consider the average output of the preceding two years, we find that net foodgrains output per capita has fallen by about 5.5 kg since the early-Nineties owing to a slowing of output growth. This fall in per head output had been anticipated, as agriculture was opened up to the pull of global demand, 8 million hectares of foodgrains growing land has been diverted to exportable crops between 1991 and 2001, and yield has not risen enough to compensate, leading to a sharp decline of annual output growth which has fallen below population growth (even though the latter itself has been falling). Hence, we see a fall in per head output.

Even more striking than output decline, however, has been the decline in foodgrains availability, or absorption per capita over the Nineties. Availability (defined as net output plus net imports and minus net additions to public stocks) has fallen by four times as much as output, or by 22 kg. A large gap between per capita output and availability was last seen during the food crisis of the mid-Sixties, but in the opposite direction. (At that time, since output fell, 19 million tonnes of foodgrains were imported over two years to ensure enough domestic availability, apart from existing stocks being drawn down for the same purpose.) Even though output per head has fallen in recent years, both very large additions to stocks as well as massive food exports have taken place, and this is the reason for availability decline.

Availability is the same as the actual absorption of foodgrains, and the two terms will be used interchangeably. There was a slow decline in the absorption of food- grains per head of the country’s population between 1991-92 and 1997-98, after which it has fallen very sharply. Thus, in 2000-01 the average Indian family of four members was absorbing 93 kg less of foodgrains compared to a mere four years earlier — an unprecedented drop, entailing a fall in average daily intake by 64 gms per head, or a fall in calorie intake by 250 calories from foodgrains (which accounts for 65-70 per cent of the food budget of the poor). Since the richest one-sixth to one-fifth of the population, mainly urban, has been improving and diversifying diets, the nutritional decline for the poorer three-fifth of the population, mainly rural, has been much greater than the average fall indicates.

The recent trend in this country of sharply declining foodgrains absorption per head while average per capita income has been rising is, thus, highly abnormal. This is not only in the light of international experience, but also in comparison with our own past experience. We have always seen rising grain absorption per capita as average incomes rose in the past. Between 1950 and 1991, per capita absorption rose slowly from 152 kg to 178 kg.

What lies behind the decline in absorption of foodgrains? The massive decline compared to 1998 is the result of an unprecedented decline in purchasing power in rural areas following directly from a number of deflationary policies at the macroeconomic level, combined with trade liberalisation, both of which are integral to neo-liberal economic reforms. This has resulted in a deflation of effective demand as far as the mass of rural population is concerned.

Now that the perception of drought has ended, food-for-work projects have been wound up, and the media are full of news of a good monsoon and record projected grain output in 2003-04, the prognosis for a recovery of absorption levels to anywhere near that of 1998 remain bleak. Millions more than before were going hungry at only 158 kg average absorption level in the year of the largest harvest seen to date — 212 million tonnes in 2001-02 or 177 kg average output. The difference of nearly 20 kg per head between output and absorption was going into addition to stocks, held at increasing cost, and into exports.

Today in India, in the middle of rising rural unemployment, falling per head grain intake and a rise in the absolute and relative numbers in nutritional deficit, we find that those who make policy are talking of declining rural poverty on the basis of unreasonable estimation procedures and by ignoring all other trends. Where the diagnosis of the problem of hunger itself is incorrect and a worsening situation is being interpreted as betterment, no remedial measures can be expected of the policy advisors and the rulers of this country which was once a developing economy, but has been turned into the Republic of Hunger.

The writer is professor of economics, JNU. This is an edited extract of the Sahmat lecture ‘The Republic of Hunger’ delivered on April 10 in New Delhi
Bottom of Form


	


