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FARMERS’ WELFARE AND INCOME REVOLUTION 

 

                                       Ashok Dalwai* 

   

 

Friends, thank you for inviting me to the prestigious ‘Lalit Doshi Memorial Lecture’ series this 

day of 28th January,2019. The occasion acquires added mystique, when held at the nationally 

reputed Saint Xavier’s College, Mumbai.  

 

That the friends , admirers and relatives of late Shri Lalit Doshi found it impelling to set up 

‘Lalit Doshi Memorial Foundation’, and keep green the memories of a remowned civil servant , 

speaks volumes of the impact, he made during his short span of life. The amiability of Shri 

Doshi’s persona and integrity of his professional conduct are obviously  what make him to live 

on beyond the physical  coils and by transcending his time on earth. As I pay my respects to 

my senior in service and to the departed soul of Lalit Doshi, I also take this opportunity to 

congratulate the Foundation memebrs, the College management and the Department of 

Economics for organising such a sober and knowledge-centric annual lecture event. 

 

It is my privelege to be joining a line of illustrious speakers preceeding me over the decades. 

Succeeding well known economists , scientists, journalists, industrialists, bankers, planners & 

policy makers, diplomats and civil servants to deliver the current year Lalit memorial lecture, is 

for me a daunting task. I make my humble efforts. 

  

I choose to speak on farmers and their welfare.                                                                                      

 

 

I 

Farmers’ Welfare 

1.0 Understanding Welfare 

The term ‘welfare’ has a long history and has been a subject of discussions across various 

disciplines including economics, sociology, political economy, psychology and so on.  

 

 

* CEO, NRAA and Chairman, Committee on Doubling Farmer’s Income,                                                                                                       
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The Oxford dictionary defines welfare as: 

i. The health, happiness, and fortunes of a person or group. 

ii.  (a) Statutory procedure or social effort designed to promote the basic physical and 

material well-being of people in need. 

    (b) North American: Financial support given to those who are unemployed or otherwise 

in need.  

 

Welfare as a terminology can be defined as a minimal level of well-being and provision of social 

services and support for citizens and other eligible residents who do not possess sufficient 

current means to satisfy their basic needs. In most developed countries, welfare is mainly 

provided by the government from tax revenues, and to a lesser extent by NGOs, charities, 

informal social groups, religious groups, and inter-governmental organisations. 

 

Development also contributes to the welfare of people. For example, the building of rural road 

networks or electrification leads to an improved status of well-being and brings greater 

opportunities for the region to fare well in their living. In such a case, the development 

empowers the people to progress and live better. 

 

Social Welfare: is defined a little more definitively in the lexicon. It is seen as the social well-

being in terms of health and economic matters as well as the organised social services provided 

to the disadvantaged. 

 

 

The Oxford dictionary defines social welfare as: 

“The well-being of a community or society, especially with regard to health and 

economic matters”. 

 

The Merriam Webster dictionary defines social welfare as: 

“Organised public or private social services for the assistance of disadvantaged 

groups”. 
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The provision of social services to the disadvantaged or to the population in general, seems to 

be the relevance here. For example, the availability and access to the basic amenities of the 

times like food, hospitals, schools, etc. are inferred. 

 

Social Security expands on this concept, especially in welfare states, by providing all 

inhabitants with various social services such as universal healthcare, unemployment insurance, 

student financial aid (in addition to free education upto a certain level), and others. In its 1952 

Social Security (Minimum Standards) Convention (nr. 102), the International Labour 

Organisation (ILO) defined the traditional contingencies covered by social security. 

 

‘The welfare’ as a terminology possesses different connotations in different countries. For 

example, the general term for an action programme in support of the well-being of the poor in 

United States is called a welfare programme and the general term for all such programmes is 

simply called as welfare. In the United Kingdom, the term welfare means not only the minimal 

help of people in need but also services traditionally called benefits and social security and this 

holds good in most of the English speaking countries except the United States. The term is even 

used to include government help in finding employment.  

 

The welfare support offered by the governments to the people has had long history. In the 

Roman Empire, the first emperor Augustus provided the Cura Annonae or grain dole for citizens 

who could not afford to buy food every month. Early welfare programmes in Europe included 

‘English Poor Law of 1601’, which gave parishes the responsibility for providing welfare 

payments to the poor. This system was substantially modified by the 19th century Poor Law 

Amendment Act, which introduced the system of workhouses. 

 

However, it was predominantly in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, that an organised system 

of state welfare provision was introduced in many countries including Germany, Britain etc. The 

national insurance system was introduced in Great Britain in 1911. During the great depression 

(1929), when emergency relief measures were introduced under President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’ the focus was mainly on a programme of providing work and stimulating 

the economy through public spending on projects, rather than on cash payment.  

 

The various interventions referred above in different countries at different points of time in world 

history demonstrate the wide canvas of the concept of welfare. As seen, it may include 

distribution of food to the poor, providing houses to the weaker section, offering insurance 

support to the poor at concessional premium payments, and creating job opportunities by 
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reserving public spends on projects. In modern India, the basket of welfare has included all 

these and many more. In all these interventions, economics linked support is provisioned to 

allow the beneficiary to attain a better state in the standard of living. 

 

Economics Definition of Welfare: Alfred Marshall, a pioneer neo-classical Economist 

redefined his field of study by attempting the welfare definition of economics. This definition 

enlarges the field of economic science to a larger study of humanity. In his view, economics 

studies all the action that people take in order to achieve economic welfare. In his words “man 

earns money to get material welfare”. It is on account of this, that economists since Marshall 

have described his definition as welfare definition of economics. This definition widens the 

scope of economic science by emphasising a combined study of wealth and humanity, rather 

than wealth alone. In his well-known book, ‘Principles of Economics published’ in 1890, Marshall 

defined economics as follows: 

 

 “Political Economy or Economics is a study of mankind in the ordinary business of life; it 

examines that part of individual and social action which is most closely connected with 

the attainment and with the use of material requisites of well-being”. 

 

Some recent economists such as Lionel Robbins have criticized the Marshall’s definition by 

saying, that his definition of material welfare excludes non-material welfare, like services of 

doctors, lawyers, teachers, engineers, etc. which also promote human welfare. However, this 

argument of Robbins has been countered by others by highlighting that Marshall’s definition of 

‘material’ includes both goods and services.  

 

Broadly, economic welfare is the level of prosperity and standard of living of either an individual 

or a group of persons. It refers to that part of social welfare that can be fulfilled through 

economic activity.  

 

Economic welfare is measured in different ways depending on the preferences of those 

measuring it. Factors used to measure the economic welfare of a population include: GDP, 

literacy, access to health care, and the like. 

 

Ministry of Agriculture & Farmers’ Welfare: The erstwhile Ministry of Agriculture was 

renamed by the government, appending the phrase “Farmers’ Welfare”. The term ‘welfare’ used 

here, is translated from the phrase Kalyaan (from कृषि एव ं ककसान कल्याण मतं्रालय). This is not 
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merely a name change, but indicates the government’s agenda to lay focus on farmers, and not 

on agriculture as a sector alone. In any enterprise or organisation, the human resource is more 

important than all other resources.  In agriculture, farmer is the human resource. 

 

The way, the notion of kalyaan is interpreted by development agencies, is important to know 

how they drive the associated programmes. Would it be appropriate to link kalyaan only to 

social services? Or is this more about economic welfare, associated with long term well-being, 

to be achieved by empowering farmers with the right knowledge, tools and facilitation. Has the 

concept of kalyaan been lost in translation? It is important to understand ‘welfare’ from the 

perspective of empowerment and not limit the interpretation in relation to gratuitous patronage 

or daan. Farmers too have repeatedly expressed that they seek opportunity to progress in 

economic terms, and not a dependence in perpetuity. This is also evidenced in recent demands 

by farmers to find optimal value at markets, and support in optimising their business opportunity. 

 

As heads of farming enterprises, like all business owners, farmers would prefer to achieve 

growth through support, and seek to mitigate uncontrolled risks, an enabling market access and 

a business environment that is not restrictive. Economic well-being is expected to lead to self-

reliant living, a higher standard of life and a state of contentment. However, the rural backdrop is 

typically remote from other kinds of development, and therefore farmers’ welfare would also 

need to integrate delivery of social services, of rural welfare programmes such as for health, 

medical facilities, pension schemes, etc. Farmers’ welfare would therefore not find wholesome 

acceptance in economic terms alone, but would include aspects of social support system. 

 

Social welfare is not the same as standard of living but is more concerned with the quality of life 

that includes factors such as the quality of the environment (air, soil, water), level of crime, 

availability of essential social services, as well as the spiritual aspects of life. 

1.1     The need to emphasise on farmers’ welfare 

It is well recognized that: 

i. Farmers are engaged in producing food and non-food commodities to meet the nation’s 

requirement 

ii. Farmers are engaged in agriculture as a livelihood, and are self-employed. They are to that 

extent releasing the government of an obligation of providing alternate jobs to a large 

population. 

iii. Agriculture which is a biological process is highly risk prone along its entire chain. 

iv. Farmers constitute a singularly largest professional section of the society. 
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These four factors create a case for considering farming and farmer as a special category, 

warranting priority attention to the status of the latter’s welfare. Hence, it is important that the 

term “farmers’ welfare” is well defined and a set of comprehensive support systems adopted, 

that would guarantee their specific well-being.  

1.2      Defining farmers’ welfare  

The definitions and explanations offered so far drive home a point, that economic status would 

constitute a critical component in defining “farmers’ welfare”. In a socialist country like India, 

economic welfare of any individual or a class of people, including that of the farmers, is catered 

to by governments through various schemes that offer direct support besides creating or 

facilitating generation of job opportunities. For example, these include wage employment 

guarantee schemes (MGNREGA); pension schemes (old age pension, widow pension etc.); free 

education upto a certain stage; food subsidy under public distribution system; welfare of children 

and mothers under ICDS, free primary health services; developmental schemes under different 

departments (including agriculture); and life and non-life insurance (crop insurance under 

PMFBY is a good illustration). The implication is that both personal incomes and 

governmental support determine the intensity and extent of welfare that is available to 

the people of India including the farmers. 

 

 2.0      Farmers’ Income – Why Important? 

Though India is known globally for a wide spectrum of data collection and management , there 

are however, as yet, no standardised and fixed interval estimates of farmers’ income in the 

country. One of the more acceptable estimates of farmers’ income is the NSSO’s Situation 

Assessment Survey (SAS) vide 59th and 70th Rounds. As per 70th Round of SAS conducted 

during the agricultural year of July 2012 to June 2013, the average income of an agricultural 

household was Rs. 6,426/- and the average monthly consumption expenditure was Rs. 6,223/-. 

This leaves a paltry saving of just Rs. 203/-.  

 

Notwithstanding various welfare and social welfare support systems of governments (central 

and state) available to the farmers, the average monthly income of Rs. 6,426/- in the agricultural 

year 2012-13 is not good enough, considering that the average monthly consumption 

expenditure (MPE) of an agricultural household is also high. It is not possible for an average 

agricultural household to meet various other additional expenses that the family would need to 

on account of education, health, entertainment, social obligations (like marriage ceremonies at 

home). It is in fact such expenses that drive a farmer to borrow from the private moneylenders 

at usurious rates of interest.  
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With no adequate savings, the borrower-farmers unable to make timely repayments ship into a 

debt trap. Such precipitous situations lead to negative social implications including loss of face, 

anxiety and stress. The consequential state of mental tension cannot but compromise the well-

being of a farmer. The logical conclusion is, that promotion of a farmer’s welfare warrants 

generation of adequate income which can cover all nature of consumption expenditures and 

leave savings that can:  

 

(i) cater to higher human needs like entertainment, travel, culture, etc.;  

(ii) meet unforeseen family expenses arising from exigencies;  

(iii) generate surpluses that can be ploughed back into agriculture by way of infrastructure, 

technologies and management practices for high productivity and production.  

 

It is only such a virtuous cycle that can create a happy environment and a state of well-

being.  

2.1       Farm household income status 

The society, that a farmer lives in today may be predominantly rural, but is vastly different from 

the one that existed a few decades ago. The rural India is a society in transition, and the mix 

and ratio of professional classes is undergoing a change. The non-agricultural professional 

class is more substantive than before, and the corresponding income differences are visible too. 

Apart from the income that an agricultural household derives from farm and non-farm sources, it 

is important to note that: 

 

 the size class of land determines the total monthly income; 

 the size class of land influences the ratio of income derived from farming; 

 the size class of land indicates the extent of access to institutional credit; 

 the size class of land determines, whether the family is able to balance the monthly income and 

expenditure; and 

 the size class of land determines the net invest in productive assets. 

 

Considering that 65 per cent of the farmers belong to the marginal category (≤ 1 ha of land 

holding), unenviable income status as estimated for the agricultural year 2012-13 (SAS) is a 

matter of concern. The average monthly income of an agricultural household has a direct 

bearing on the welfare of farmers. As brought out in Table 2.1, the 3 (three) classes as therein 

are not able to balance their monthly total income and monthly total consumption expenditure. 
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Table 2.1 Farm-household Income and Saving 

SN Size class 
Total monthly 
income 

Total monthly 
consumption 
expenditure 

Net saving per 
month 

1 <0.01 4561 5108 -547 

2 0.01 – 0.40 4152 5401 -1249 

3 0.41 – 1.00 5247 6020 -773 

Figure in Rs  Source: Calculation based on Table 2.2 data. 

In contrast to the land holdings upto 1ha, the size class of holdings above 1 ha are able to 

generate higher monthly total income than monthly consumption expenditure. However, what is 

important to note is the wide variation in monthly total income amongst different size class 

holdings. The monthly income varies from Rs. 4,561 (<0.01 ha) to Rs. 7,348 (1.01-2.00 ha) to 

Rs. 41,388 (10+ha), as against an average of Rs. 6,426 for all sizes. 

 

Income comparison between farmers and non-farmers 

Since a farmer is a part of the composite society, his well-being depends upon not only his own 

absolute income, but also his relative income. Apart from inherent sense of comparison, that 

does influence the state of mind, the income variations do impact the costs of various goods 

and services accessible in one’s immediate society.It would, therefore, help examine the inter-

professional income comparisons with reference to the farmers. 

 

Firstly, as per 2011 census, as high as 22.50 per cent of the farmers lived below poverty line. 

Secondly, it is often felt that disparity between farm income and non-farm income is rising 

(Chand 2008), and that those working outside agriculture are progressing much faster than 

those who work in it. A paper by Chand et al provides an empirical basis to this. 

 

 

 

Table 2.2 Disparities in Agriculture and Non-agriculture Incomes 

Year 
Farm income per 
Cultivator (Rs.) F 

Wage earning 
per 
agricultural 
Labourer (Rs.) 
L 

Income per non-
agricultural Worker 
(Rs.) N 

Ratio 
L:F 

Ratio 
N:F 

1983-84 4,286 1,467 12,786 0.34 2.98 

1987-88 5,653 2,201 18,036 0.39 3.19 

1993-94 12,365 4,784 37,763 0.39 3.05 
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1999-2000 24,188 8,938 78,565 0.37 3.25 

2004-05 26,146 10,043 1,06,688 0.38 4.08 

2011-12 78,264 32,311 2,46,514 0.41 3.15 

Source: Estimates and Analysis of Farm Income in India, 1983-84 to 2011-12, Ramesh Chand, 
Raka Saxena, Simmi Rana, EPW: May 30, 2015, Volume No. 22. 

The data vide Table 2.2 interprets as: 

 

 In 1983-84:  

 A cultivator earned three times of what a labourer earned. 

 A non-agriculture worker earned three times the income earned by a farmer or his family 

members engaged in agriculture as their main activity. 

 In the next five years: 

 The income of a cultivator increased at a lower rate compared to that earned by an 

agricultural labourer and a non-agricultural worker. 

 There was thus a small decline in the disparity between farm income per cultivator and the 

income of a labourer.  

 Between 1987-88 to 2004-05: 

 A cultivator continued to earn two and half times the income of a labourer in agriculture. 

 By 2011-12: 

 The disparity further fell when the income of a cultivator declined to 2.4 times the wage 

earnings of a labourer. 

 1983-84 to 2004-05: 

 The disparity in income of a cultivator and non-agricultural worker increased from 1:3.15; and 

a non-agricultural worker earned 3.15 times the income of a cultivator in 2011-12. 

 

Acceleration in growth of agricultural output and a decline in the number of cultivators, between 

2004-05 to 2011-12, checked the rising disparity between the incomes of farmers and non-

farmers. 

 

In sum, from the discussions so far it can be concluded that the cultivator relative to non-

agricultural worker earns much less. And, that the relative income status of a cultivator can be 

improved if agriculture is able to register robust annual growth and the terms of trade are 

oriented in favour of the sector. It would also be important to keep in mind that equitability is as 

important as the level of one’s income. 

3.0       Maslow’s Need Hierarchy and Farmers’ Welfare  

It would be useful to deploy  Maslow’s need hierarchy theory to examine its appropriateness in 

defining welfare approach to farmers. According to Maslow, the well-known psychologist, 

human being has a hierarchy of needs and he aims to fulfil them. These in ascending order are 

as follows: 
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 Food security 

 Biological security 

 Social security 

 Sense of achievement and recognition 

 Self-actualisation 

If the Indian farmer is to move up from the basic stage of food security to that of self-

actualization, he needs to generate adequate income, apart from a supportive and positive 

societal environment, that he lives in. 

4.0 DFI’s Definition of Farmers’ Welfare 

After deliberating upon the definitions & explanations of welfare adopted in different parts of the 

world and in different contexts, and after examining the well-being framework of farmers in 

India, the Doubling Farmers’ Income Committee defines farmers’ welfare in two different ways 

as follows: 

 

“Farmer’s welfare refers to a state of his general well-being, wherein, an agricultural 

household aided by its own farm and non-farm incomes and social security support is 

able to satisfy economic, social and psychological needs of all its members, besides 

the investments, required for sustainable agricultural operations”. 

  

“Farmers’ welfare can be said to have been achieved, when a farm-family is able to 

generate adequate, stable and sustainable incomes from farm and non-farm 

enterprises, which is not only sufficient to meet the multiple needs associated with 

human dignity, but is also left with savings that can be shipped back into farming as 

investments”. 

5.0        Indicators / Measures of Farmers’ Welfare 

Given the definitions and discussions, that we have plodded through so far, let me state that a 

farmer’s welfare can be estimated in terms of 

 both absolute and relative average income; 

 availability and accessibility to social security system – education, health, etc.; 

 facilitating the farmer in moving up Maslow’s need hierarchy beyond social security 

 

Some of the estimate measures suggested are: 

 average monthly income and consumption expenditure and the resultant saving / surplus; 
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 income spread amongst agricultural households belonging to different size classes of land 

holding; 

 comparative monthly income of agricultural households vis-à-vis other professional classes; 

 relative monthly income of agricultural households vis-à-vis the national average of the whole 

population; 

 percentage of farmers below poverty line 

 

Some additional measures of welfare worth consideration for adoption are: 

 average size of indebtedness and access to institutional credit; 

 average amount of investments in creating productive assets; 

 average rate of literacy; and 

 state of health of the family [life expectancy at birth, Infant Mortality Rate (IMR), Material 

Mortality Rate (MMR)] 

 

5.1      Measuring farmers’ income and farmers’ welfare – standardised methodology and 

interval: 

As of now, there is no system of fixed interval estimates of farmers’ income. In the absence of a 

standardised approach for evaluating the state of farmers’ income, one can rely upon sample 

survey based estimates of NSSO (2002-03 and 2012-13 agricultural years); and estimates by 

researchers. However these are not only not enough, but also do not meet the requirement of 

monitoring the change in farmers’ income in the light of the vision of doubling farmers’ income 

by 2022. It is, therefore, suggested that:  

 

 A comprehensive parametric based scale be developed to measure farmers’ income and 

welfare (economic and social parameters be incorporated) 

 The interval of measure should be annual, based on a sample survey; and five yearly, based 

on universal survey 

Having owned up farmer’s welfare as a core approach to the practice of agriculture, and 

considering that farmer’s income forms the corner stone of their welfare, it is necessary to 

examine the growth of agriculture sector over the years, and the state of farmers’ welfare. Let us 

now examine the linkage. 

 

II 

Growth and status of India’s Agriculture 
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6.0       Changing Structure of Agricultural Economy 

It is well known, that a healthy and growing agricultural sector is important for the economic 

wellbeing of our country. Growth in the agricultural sector not only benefits large number of 

people who are engaged in farming, but by adding to rural India’s purchasing power, it also 

creates demand for goods and services produced in the manufacturing and service sectors.  

 

By 2016-17, the relative shares of different economic sectors in the nation stood at 17.9 per 

cent for agriculture, 29.3 per cent for industry and 52.8 per cent for services. The corresponding 

GDP figures in 1951, when India rolled out its first five year plan were 51.5 per cent, 16.7 and 

29.6 respectively. In the year 1951, of the then population of 32 crores, as high as 85 per cent, 

or 27.2 crores of people were engaged in agriculture. In 2018, a relatively low of 48 per cent of 

the population is engaged in agriculture, but this means 62.4 crores, when seen against current 

population of nearly 1.3 billion. This large agriculture-dependent population in 2018 surpasses 

the total population of the country in 1951. 

 

Monitoring the changes in the nation’s economy based on GDP shares and growth rates is 

more a western model, and may not be appropriate for a large nation like India with big 

population and several diversities. The comparatively lower share of agriculture in GDP cannot 

be the basis of determining its relative importance. Nor can this be considered in isolation, when 

prioritising allocations among various economic sectors. What is critical is to give due weightage 

to the agriculture sector, based on the large number of people dependent on it for their 

livelihood. Further, another important factor that should influence our approach to agriculture is 

that the entire country depends on it, for its nutritional security as well as for industrial well-

being.  

 

I bring up these issues to emphasize that agriculture sector continues to be as important today, 

as it was when we became independent in 1947. Any growth in the nation’s economy should 

bring immediate and direct benefits to all its people. Agriculture is a primary economic activity, 



13 

 

and logically,it should transfer immediate and direct benefits to the large number of people 

associated with it for their livelihood.  

 

When the Government appended the word ‘welfare’ to the Ministry of Agriculture to call it 

henceforth as the Ministry of Agriculture & Farmers Welfare in the year 2015, the purpose was 

to bring the desired focus on the farmer, who is the principle stakeholder. Since 1951, we have 

been monitoring the growth of our agriculture sector in terms of a Management Information 

System (MIS) mostly consisting of area, production and productivity. In simple words, we have 

been targeting and chasing the commodities. This may have been ok some decades back, 

when India was deficit in producing food, and we had to meet the basic food requirements of our 

people. But there arose the need for a new approach, once the country became secure in food 

production. Rightly, shifting from commodities to farmer’s welfare should have formed the new 

approach.  

 

7.0      Evolution of Indian Agriculture  

Let me emphasize, that while in absolute terms the agricultural GDP is growing, its share in the 

nation’s overall GDP has been declining; yet a high of 48 per cent of the population is still 

dependent on agriculture for their livelihood. Since this sector influences the lives of the farmers 

as producers and the entire population as consumers, several efforts have been made since 

independence to evolve appropriate agricultural policies. The policies primarily targeted to 

incentivise the producers to increase production and provide food security to the consumers at 

rational prices. 

What comprise Indian agriculture and allied sector? 

Agriculture and its allied sectors play an important role in the Indian economy by contributing 

towards the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) which is estimated in terms of Gross Value Added 

(GVA) using the production approach. Agriculture & allied sectors consist of four sub-sectors 

namely, Crop sector, Livestock, Forestry and Fisheries. And each of these is an aggregate of 

several activities. 

The relative share of crop sector in the total Value of Production (VoP) from agriculture and 

allied activities is the highest (61.31 per cent) followed by  livestock ( 26.80 per cent ),forestry 

(7.39 per cent) and fisheries (4.50 per cent) . It is worth remembering that crop sector includes 
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both agronomic and horticultural crops. Livestock too consists of a basket of activities including 

production of milk, meat, eggs, wool, dung, honey, silkworm, cocoons etc.  

The milk group contributes the highest (66.6 per cent) share in the VoP from livestock sector. 

Meat group comprises all meats (including mutton, pork, poultry, etc.), meat products and meat 

by-products comprising hides and skins etc. This sub sector contributes 20 per cent to the VoP 

from livestock sector followed by dung (6.31 per cent), eggs (3.43 per cent) and others (3.05 per 

cent).  

 

The forest products are classified into two broad groups,namely,  

a) Major products comprising industrial wood (forest and trees outside forest) which accounts for 

around 49 per cent of the total value of output from forestry and firewood (32.28 per cent); and 

b) non-timber forest products(NTFP) contributing 18.66 per cent of Value of Production (VoP) in 

forestry 

 

The fishing sector comprises, 

a) inland fishing which retains highest share (59 per cent) in VoP of fisheries sector; and  

b) marine fishing contributing 41 per cent in the VoP of fisheries sector in the country  

 

I share with you this granularity to highlight the bountiful blessing that Indian agriculture enjoys. 

Thought being the seventh largest geography, and much smaller than all the six other nations 

that rank above us, in terms of arable land fit for cultivation, India with 141 million ha stands only 

next to USA. Our agriculture is further supported by a kaleidoscope of agro-ecologies that 

enable the farmers to raise more than one crop in a year. In that sense, our extent of arable 

land can only double or treble, only if we can bring in appropriate technology. India is a nation 

that can host any agricultural activity, that anyone else can do so across the continents. We are 

therefore a nation with rich agriculture diversity and enormous potential for growth. In the 

common parlance, agriculture means foodgrain production, which is a jaundiced view of what 

our farmers are actually doing. The total output from all the agricultural sub-sectors surpasses 

1.2 billion metric tones (mmts). To list a few specific ones, in 2017-18 we produced a record 

high of 287 mmts of foodgrains, 307 mmts of horticultural produce and 167 mmts of milk. It is 

also a happy augur , that India ranks first in output of certain commodities and finds a place in 

the top 5 producer brackets in respect of several other agri-commodities. 

Obviously, we are doing very well in terms of physical output, though there are certain yawning 

gaps. Say, in case of oilseeds for example, we continue to depend upon large imports. This is 

only because of our own folly and not for want of income lense scope and potential. Judging this 

stellar performance of our agriculture through, let us see what it means to the farmers 

themselves and therefore evaluate the output in terms of value. 
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Value is a manifestation of demand, and the value realised from any agricultural produce 

depends on a number of factors. In some cases, demand is linked to administered and allocated 

prices, and in some cases the terms of trade which may or may not be favorable. It would be 

worthwhile to evaluate the relationship between acreage and value and use this to plan future 

actions, to make the most of the agricultural assets, outputs and markets, and balance the 

interest of both the farmer-producers and citizen-consumers. 

  

The DFI Committee (DFI, 2022) analyzed the area used vis-à-vis different agricultural activities 

and value generated thereof, and found that no direct correlation can be observed. An analytics 

of area under different crops/activities, volume of output and share in the agri-value translates 

into almost a negative correlation. Even if this does not hold good in every case, what is clear is 

that there is no positive correlation among these parameters. Taking the case of field crops, it is 

seen that 42 per cent of the area under major cereal crops (rice, wheat and maize) contributes 

only 20 per cent to value; and in contrast horticulture with just 14 per cent area contributes a 

high of 25 per cent to the value created.  

 

What emerges is that larger than required arable land has been dedicated to foodgrain 

cultivation, tying the farmers to a situation of low returns. Income approach to agriculture 

suggests that farmers should shift to high value crops and activities. However , we need to 

enable this while ensuring that the food & nutrition security of our growing population is not 

compromised. 

 

8.0       Situation of Surpluses  

As already shared with you, India’s agriculture since independence has leap-frogged from a 

situation of food deficit to a one of food security. In fact there are several agri-commodities 

where India produces more than what the domestic demand is, and can be exported. In effect, 

India has graduated from the status of a net importer to one of net exporter. However there are 

paradoxes as manifest in high dependence on import of edible oils.It is an irony that India 

spends more than Rs 70,000 cr per annum to import and meet the domestic demand of edible 

oils. 

 

 8.1       Notwithstanding the impressive production status of the country, the existing anomaly is 

that the farmer who has contributed to this and ensured the food security of the growing 

population and strategic security of the nation is an unhappy soul today. That, much is left 

wanting from the farmer’s perspective is clear from the state of less than adequate incomes that 

his farm enterprise generates. The reasons for this unhappy state of affairs are many, and are 

attributable to all the stages of the long agricultural value chain. Broadly, this chain consists of 

pre-production, production and post-production segments. However, the current and most 
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visible constraint, which if resolved on priority can offer succor, is associated with the country’s 

inefficient agricultural market structure.   That the challenge today to the efficiency and 

sustainability of the agriculture system lies in the markets is visible from recurring cases of 

farmer protests demanding better prices on their produce. The farmers are seen now and then 

dumping their agri-produce on the roads. We have had such examples of farmers pouring out 

canisters of their milk in Uttar Pradesh, the tomato farmers of Kolar dumping the perishable on 

the highway to Bengaluru and the onion growers of Maharashtra blocking Mumbai-Nashik road 

with their bulbs strewn across. So are examples in case of sugarcane, potato and other 

vegetables. 

8.2       Farmers as entrepreneurs 

Farming is the largest private enterprise in the country. However for many decades after 

independence, the farmer has been treated primilarly as food producer and supported by 

subsidies at both production and post production stages for this purpose. The consequence has 

been production at any cost, any how and any way making it out of sync with both production 

and market environments. The out of step production relationship has rendered it unsustainable 

and unfriendly in case of markets. The latter relationship didn’t pose itself as a problem till such 

time as agriculture was more of a subsistence economy and the home itself was the major 

consumer of the farmer’s produce. With increasing marketable surplus ratios (MSR), not only 

the local and near local markets but even the larger national markets are not able to absorb the 

high outputs. In result, the supply-demand inequilibrium is yielding subdued markets to the 

disadvantage of farmers. 

It must however be remembered that the markets alone would not be able to meet the 

aspirations of the farmer-producers. This is because, while an efficient market can ensure 

competitive price discovery, the farmer may still not benefit from it by way of gaining a higher 

share in the consumers’ rupee. Hence reforms in markets must be seen only as a necessary 

condition. It is therefore more apt, that the post harvest management builds on a more 

comprehensive plateform called monetization. The monetization comprises triple tools namely, 

robust agri-logistics (storage and transportation), agro-processing and marketing. 

Markets finally constitute a place where price arbitrage occurs and determines the farmer’s 

entrepreneurial status. It is therefore logical that we focus on creating a robust agricultural 

market for our farmers. More importantly, it is time to consider transition from ‘farm to fork’ 

approach to ‘fork to farm’ approach of practicing agriculture. In this new demand-led production 

system, the farmer will grow what can fetch him remunerative price in the market. It shall no 

more be a supply-push farming, which exposes the farmers to high market fluctuations. 

 

What is therefore needed today is, to recognize agriculture as a real primary sector enterprise 

and the farmer as an entrepreneur. 

 



17 

 

 

 

 

III 

Income Revolution 

 

9.0        From Production to Incomes  

Phrases like green revolution, white revolution and the like are highly popular in India and the 

world, and are rightly perceived as harbingers of change in the agriculture sector. To the credit 

of the green revolution technology, it must be recognized that but for it, India would still be 

suffering from food deficiency and would have continued to remain import-dependent. The 

downside of this otherwise landable initiative is, that it has introduced certain distortions in the 

cropping system of the country. Since the technology was based on a high genetically potential 

seed which responded to intensive use of inputs like water and fertilizers,only those agricultural 

regions that were appropriately endowed have stood to benefit. As of today, limited areas and 

limited farmers who grow paddy, wheat and sugarcane have been able to reap the benefits of 

green revolution. It is another matter that these areas including the Indo-Gangetic Plains(IGPs) 

are suffering from deleterious impacts like depleting water table, degraded soils and declining 

marginal returns on investments. Today there are signs of yield plateauing, and the farmer is 

required to throw in more of hardware (fertilizer etc) to realize an incremental yield. 

9.1        Profit as the principle of enterprise 

 Any entrepreneur engaged in manufacturing and service sectors conducts his business on the 

principles of net positive returns, which approach has bypassed agriculture sector largely. It is 

no gain saying that bounties of bushels that our farmers have succeeded in producing have not 

brought them the desired value. What is called for today is to anchor agriculture as an 

enterprise and is guided by the principles of profit. It is therefore suggested, that the three 

important variables that should receive priority in agriculture are gross output, cost of production 

and real prices in the market. Any strategy that aims at transforming agriculture as a true 

enterprise will have to target to achieve: 

 higher output from the given unit of land or a unit of animal or fishpond, which is possible by 

increasing the productivity; 

 lower cost of production by adopting new science and technology, by targeting higher total factor 

productivity; and 

 higher real prices in the market, for the farmers’ produce 

9.2        Need for re-mandating India’s agriculture 
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While it would be necessary to treat these three(3) variables as applicable to every aspect of 

agricultural system one would need to redesign the food and fodder security-led production 

strategy. One needs to create a wider lattitude for the farmers to harvest the advantages that 

our country’s production environment possesses by unshackling it from the conventional 

pigeonholes. These have been rendered archaic, given the new environment arising from the 

nation’s economically emerging status and ballooning aspirations of the citizens including the 

farmers. The farmer today is asking for an opportunity to earn more and not be offered a charity. 

 The agriculture sector in India which has been equated with food production has been 

artificially circumscribed and hamstrung by limitations in utilising the potential that exists in 

generating employment and income for the people engaged in it. Since this approach has been 

the predominant theme, the regulatory mechanism in terms of marketing Acts and Rules , 

storage and transportation Control Orders under the Essential Commodities Act, as also the 

provisions of laws relating to seeds, fertilizers, pesticides etc have created an illiberal enterprise 

system. In addition, the government support system for both production and post-production 

phases have largely favoured the food commodities .For Example, procurement operations 

since 1965 have mostly benefited the paddy and wheat grower, buoyed by which, the farmers 

have opted for paddy and wheat to the neglect of other crops . In a way the policies with a 

narrow perspective of food security have distorted the production system, and imparted 

dissonance between agro-ecological conditions and the cropping system. This takes us to the 

need for adopting sustainable production systems, and more emphatically so in the context of 

climate change challenges. 

In essence, our agriculture system has been confined to the markets defined by the demands of 

the human population and cattle mouths. On the contrary, the agriculture system has the 

potential to grow a wide spectrum of crops, livestock and fisheries and tap the markets beyond 

human and cattle populations. It is in this context, that I suggest re-mandating of Indian 

agriculture on the following lines: 

– To carry out its moral responsibility of meeting food and nutritional security of the 

country in consonance with the agro-ecological backdrop 

– To generate productive employment resulting in income gains that make the 

farmers economically secure 

– To generate raw materials that will directly support agro-processing of food and 

non-food products and support secondary agriculture 

– To support agro-processing industry to produce primary and intermediate goods, 

which will feed the manufacturing and energy sectors 

 

An enlarged mandate, will provide Agriculture the scope to connect itself with both food and 

non-food sectors and harvest the advantages that lie in industry and energy domains .Such a 

functional expansion of the agriculture production system will enhance the capacity of the 

system to absorb higher outputs and resolve the current situation of surpluses .This correction 

will also come to be achieved on account of the new demands in the market, which will trigger 
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revised production decisions and stimulate ‘fork to farm’ approach. The farmers will then find an 

incentive from the market and take to both food and non-food linked activities. 

9.3   Market–centric policies 

That, the government is re-orienting agriculture in this direction is manifest from the Sugar 

Policy, 2018. The last 10 years data reveal that the domestic demand for sugar is around 26 

million tons, as against which India has been producing more than 32 million tons causing 

demand – supply disequilibrium in the market to the disadvantage of the farmers. The new 

sugar policy which allows use of both sugarcane juice and B-heavy molasses for production of 

ethanol will check the sugar glut in the market, while simultaneously allowing the farmers to 

grow sugarcane. Such innovative and market-centric changes in the agriculture policies are the 

need of the hour. 

As brought out earlier, the area and value vis-à-vis the crops/activities do not bear a 

proportionate co-relationship. This indicates that if the farmers are to benefit from higher market 

returns and realize better incomes, they must shift to high value crops like horticulture and high 

value activities like diary, meat, poultry, fishery etc. The crop geometry of the country has to be 

radically transformed by offering affirmative incentives, and policy support such that they shift 

from low value to high value activities. A prerequisite to this however, is to realize higher 

productivity in the foodgrain sector so that the food security of the country is not attenuated, and 

simultaneously surplus land is released from low value activities in favour of high value activities 

9.4     Other aspects of monetization 

Agriculture production is a biological process and is influenced by agro-ecological parameters. 

Hence its output is location-specific and season-bound, entailing production happening in 

certain geographies and during limited time-spans of the year. Further, the agriculture outputs 

continue to be living entities even after they are harvested and are therefore, vulnerable to 

spoilage. The monetization of such biologically destroyable commodities calls for their 

integration over space and time. Spatial integration between production zones and consumption 

zones requires appropriate agri-logistics in the form of storage and transportation, which 

therefore needs to be strengthened to enable seamless transfer from one place to another at 

minimum cost and minimal quantity loss.  

Similarly, however efficient is the integration between two dispersed geographies, all the 

produce cannot be consumed during short spans, and therefore would need to be stored for 

longer periods of time. This entails processing whereby the agricultural produce is transformed 

into new form of consumables for use over longer period of time. Hence we need to strengthen 

our processing infrastructure of the country. 

It would be worth noting, that on account of poor agri-logistics and processing facilities in our 

country, there is unpardonable volumes of food loss. A conservative estimate carried out by 

CIPHET in 2013 brought out, that the food loss in India is of the order of Rs 93,000 crores. In 

fact FAO studies show that food loss in India is much higher at  30-40 per cent. Only if we can 
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check this loss, we will be increasing the income transfers to the farmers without any additional 

ecological cost to the system. 

10.0     Aggressing Structural Weaknesses 

The agricultural structure of the country suffers from some innate weaknesses. These amongst 

others emanate from land division and fragmentation. Though India enjoys large expanse of 

arable land at 141 million ha , it has been divided and fragmented into small parcels on account 

of high density of population dependent on agriculture and the customs of property rights. Today 

the average holding size of the country is 1.1 ha which is comparable to a building block in a city 

like NewYork . Of the approximately 14 cr farm holdings, small and marginal farmers are as high 

as 86 percent. In fact  marginal farms themselves account for more than 65 percent . With such 

small pieces of land, the scales of operations are hard to come by. Unlike in a subsistence 

economy , a commercial agriculture system demands higher scales of operations so that cost of 

production can be rationalized and outputs are linked to markets efficiently. There are several 

other structural challenges and it would be important to address all these things so as to 

transform India’s agriculture on a continuous basis, and enable it to acquire the characteristics 

of an agri-enterprise. The structural weaknesses that demand appropriate reforms are : 

i. Land divisions and fragmentation: needed response is legalization of land lease, contract 

farming, mobilization of farmers into FPOs, aggregation of outputs 

ii. Definition of a farmer - many exclusions: need to recognize lessees & share croppers; 

women as joint property holders; non-land owning cattle rearers, fishermen as farmers 

iii. Uncontrolled variables - production risks and market unpredictability: robust insurance 

systems for crops & livestock; and price and demand forecasting mechanism 

iv. Controlled regime – difficulty in doing agri-business: liberalization of input and output 

management and, and reforming all related laws 

v. Agricultural policies – holding back income growth: market led production system; ease of 

doing agri-business 

vi. Infrastructure constraints – limiting the market and income growth: strengthen capital 

investments for upgrading support infrastructure like roads, electricity, water, markets etc. 

vii. Climate change – complicating the production process: deploy mitigation, adaptation and 

coping measures 

 

 

 

11.0      Agriculture and Inflation Management. 

 

For any enterprise including agriculture to become profitable, it must enjoy favorable terms of 

trade. Unfortunately, agriculture which has been seen more from a consumer perspective has 

always resulted in unfavorable terms of trade for the farmers. For all governments committed to 

containing the inflation, balancing the differing interests of the consumers and producers has 

been a challenge. Food commodities occupy substantive percentage of weightage in the 

consumer price index. The experience shows that the prices for the food commodities are 

always controlled to the disadvantage of the farmers. The mechanism of the pricing and the 
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import-export trade regime need a change, whereby, the farmer is able to enjoy a more robust 

price in the market. It would be unfair to dump the domestic market with cheaper imports to 

bring down the domestic prices or disincentives exports to let the farmers harvest higher global 

prices.  

 

Over the last three to four years, there is a clear change in the approach to inflation 

management and bring greater advantages to the farmers. The import and export duties are 

now being adopted by taking into account the interest of the farmers and not just the 

consumers. The recent adoption of the Agri-export Policy by the Ministry of Commerce is a step 

in this direction. It will allow steady and long term trade regime and help the domestic exporters 

to build long term relationships in the world market. Further, linking the exports to the farms by 

upgrading the agri-logistics, including pack houses, pre-cooling chambers etc and easy 

clearances in respect of sanitary and phytosanitary certifications, as also adoption of ICT will 

facilitate integration of India’s agriculture with global markets. This is territorial expansion of the 

agri-markets. 

 

 

12.0    Sources of Income Growth 

Given time constraints, it would be difficult to deal with the expansiveness and complexity of the 

agriculture sector through a lecture. There are several dimensions, that we need to examine 

and suggest changes required to transform agriculture, and move away from merely chasing 

commodities, to applying ourselves to the incomes and welfare of our farmers. A farmer’s 

income today is predicated upon two sources, namely, farm income and non-farm income. The 

two share a ratio of 60:40 in the average annual income of our farmer. As we aim to double 

farmers’ income by the year 2022, our strategy has to also keep in mind the necessity of 

enhancing the ratio of farm income to around 70 percent, so as to impart greater viability to the 

farming sector. In order to translate the income led vision of our Hon. Prime Minister the DFI 

Committee has built its strategy around the first six (6) sources of growth enlisted. Additionally, 

the seventh source of growth, that involves shifting of surplus manpower from agriculture to 

non-agriculture sectors is also important in enhancing per capita farm incomes. This will 

however depend upon the robustness of growth of manufacturing and service sectors, and the 

scope they provide for absorption of the shifting population. 

These seven sources of growth include: 

 

i. Improvement in crop productivity 

ii. Improvement in livestock productivity 

iii. Resource use efficiency or savings in cost of production 

iv. Increase in cropping intensity 

v. Diversification in favour of high value crops and activities. 
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vi. Improvement in real prices received by the farmers 

 

vii. Shift from farm to non-farm occupations. 

 

 

13.0        Concluding Words 

I have taken considerable time of yours, and you have been patient enough to play along with 

my rambling. Let me close, by reiterating that a large section of India’s population will continue 

to be dependent on Agriculture. It is important, that we offer this class an environment to 

generate respectable incomes and lead life of human dignity. The challenge to the scientists, 

policy proponents and government is to reconcile the apparently contradictory interests of the 

citizen-consumers and the farmer-producers. It is possible to reconcile the two differing 

interests, by promoting innovative and creative farm strategies. As purchasing power of the 

Indian population increases, ‘farmer first’ policy should come to describe our agricultural 

system. Today we don’t need just another green revolution. We need a more comprehensive 

‘Income Revolution’ for our farmers. 

Thank you one and all. 


