
T
he Centre, as reported by
businessline (February 20,
2024), has proposed buying
cotton, maize, tur, urad and
masur for five years directly

from the farmers at the MSP without
any quantitative limit. It is notable that
these crops are grown outside Punjab
and Haryana, the home States of the
protesting farmers. From this, can we
infer that small pulses growing farmers
all over the country stand to benefit?

It is hard to jump to that conclusion.
But first, a socio-economic background.
Out of the 93.09 million agricultural
households in India, a staggering 82 per
cent belong to the category of small and
marginal farmers, typically holding less
than two hectares of land. The average
total monthly income of Indian farmers
hovers around a mere $125 per month
(according to the NSS’ 77th Round on
‘Situational Assessment of Agricultural
Households’), starkly lower than the
national average per-capita income of
$200 per month.

Notably, Punjab stands out as home to
the wealthiest farmers in India, with a
per-capita income reaching $322 per
month. However, the geographical
distribution of small and marginal
farmers paints a di�erent picture, with
73 per cent of them concentrated in the
southern and eastern States. In stark
contrast, Punjab and Haryana are
dominated by large farmers, with only 1
per cent of the farmers falling in the
small and marginal category.

MSP AND SMALL FARMERS

The government procures 23 essential
food items from farmers through
agencies like the National Agricultural
Cooperative Marketing Federation of
India Limited (NAFED) and the Food
Corporation of India (FCI). But the
reality is far from ideal for small farmers.
MSP often seems like a lifeline, o�ering
a price floor above market rates.
However, logistical challenges and
limited procurement centres render
MSP benefits inaccessible to many. It is
important to note that not every village
has access to NAFED or FCI outlets. The
NAFED/FCI primarily procures rice and
wheat from a limited number of States.

Approximately 70 per cent of rice
procurement occurs in Punjab, Andhra
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and Uttar
Pradesh, while 80 per cent of wheat
procurement is concentrated in Punjab,
Haryana and Madhya Pradesh. The
timing of procurement dates often
clashes with harvest seasons, making it
impractical for small farmers to sell
directly to FCI. In India, the average
agricultural yield is 2,070 kg per hectare.
Small farmers, given their landholding
size, can at the most produce 24
quintals. To store their perishable stocks
in government cold storages, farmers

are required to book a minimum
quantity of 50,000 quintals for their
produce, a daunting requirement for
small-scale farmers. 

Alternatively, farmers may choose to
take their produce directly to
government-designated local mandi.
However, with only 7,700 mandis across
6,60,000 villages, arranging transport
poses a significant challenge. Booking an
entire 400 quintals capacity truck for
themselves may not be financially viable
or logistically feasible for individual
farmers.

Consequently, many are forced to sell
at local markets or to village-level
aggregators, often falling prey to
exploitative pricing. Thus, while MSP
discussions dominate headlines, its
benefits trickle down unevenly, failing to
benefit small and marginal farmers. MSP
benefits large farmers, traders, and
middlemen (arthiyas and banias).
Therefore, the recent proposal of the
Centre to procure the produce of pulses
must be accompanied by reforms that
enable the smaller farmers to transport
the produce viably within a reasonable
time to the mandis. The quantity
constraints to storage must be reviewed.

While the discussions of the farmers

have been around MSP, its level and the
extent to which it will be ‘guaranteed’,
some of the other demands of the unions
too are controversial. These pertain to
MGNREGA wages, loan waivers and
withdrawal from World Trade
Organisation.

MGNREGA WAGE

The farm unions are advocating a daily
wage of ₹700 under MGNREGA, along
with a guarantee of 200 days of
employment. This proposed wage is
more than three times the current
MGNREGA wage rates in Bihar, Odisha,
and Uttar Pradesh. It’s important to
note that Punjab and Haryana have a
significant number of migrant workers.
If the MGNREGA wage is increased
threefold, it may incentivise these
migrant workers to seek employment in
their native States, potentially leading to
a labour shortage in Punjab and
Haryana.

The concept of farm loan waivers has
its pitfalls. In a country where only 15
per cent of marginal farmers have access
to formal credit, loan waivers
predominantly benefit those with
formal loans. Evidence indicates that
farm loan waivers often fail to benefit
small and marginal farmers. Once a loan
waiver is announced, banks typically
cease lending to farmers eligible for
waivers in subsequent loan cycles.

As a result, many small and marginal
farmers who are otherwise eligible for
formal loans find themselves unable to
secure financial assistance. That is, they
now have to depend on loans from the
informal sector. 

The cost di�erential between loan
rates in the formal and informal sectors
varies from 30-45 per cent annually.

Additionally, agricultural households
that received loan waivers had no
significant productivity di�erence when
compared with the households which
are not eligible. Many big farmers from
Punjab are highly indebted as they use
loans for consumption purposes.

PULLING OUT OF WTO

The debate surrounding India’s
involvement in the WTO underscores
broader tensions within the agricultural
sector. Commitments to reduce food
subsidies, coupled with proposed
reforms in agricultural produce market
committees (APMCs), raise concerns
about the corporatisation of agriculture.
It is costly to procure and distribute
foodgrains and further reforms would
entail corporate participation. While
proponents argue that privatisation
could streamline procurement and
distribution processes, critics fear it
could deepen the grip of corporate
interests, further marginalising
small-scale farmers.

Withdrawing from regional trading
agreements and insulating the farm
sector may render it vulnerable to price
volatility, with direct implications for
domestic food price inflation. Export
curbs too are ill-advised. 

The demands of agitating farmers
encapsulate broader systemic inequities
within India’s farming landscape. While
addressing these demands is crucial,
sustainable solutions must prioritise the
empowerment of small and marginal
farmers. Assured support for pulses
must be accompanied by marketing and
financial reforms.

The writer is Professor, School of Management,
Mahindra University

Small farmers’
interests overlooked

While MSP discussions
dominate headlines, its
benefits trickle down
unevenly, failing to
benefit small and marginal
farmers. MSP benefits large
farmers, traders, and
middlemen.

GOING TO THE ROOTS.
Small farmers lack the means to be part of

MSP-driven procurement system. Despite the
focus of the farmers’ talks on pulses, this

needs to be addressed
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T
he Centre has started to use the levers at its
disposal to bring about greater
accountability in States and make State

Budgets more transparent. This much is evident
from the Tamil Nadu Budget for 2024-25. The State
was forced to provide ₹17,117 crore for funding the
loss of TANGEDCO, its power utility arm, from its
budget for 2023-24 and provide ₹14,442 crore for this
expenditure in the next fiscal year.

Failure to provide would have led to a like
amount being deducted from the State’s
borrowing ceiling fixed by the Centre.
Besides, the 15th Finance Commission has
also allowed States to increase their fiscal
deficit by another 0.5 per cent of GSDP in
addition to the 3 per cent, on implementing
the required reforms in the power sector.
The provision has expanded the fiscal deficit
for FY24 to 3.45 per cent of GSDP compared
to the budgeted figure of 3.25 per cent,
causing a fiscal slippage. The fiscal deficit for
FY25 is also elevated at 3.44 per cent of
GSDP owing to this allocation. While the
Tamil Nadu Finance Minister Thangam
Thennarasu was critical of the Centre for
trying to “stifle our State by exercising
arbitrary and discriminatory control over
our finance,” such actions appear necessary
to instil fiscal discipline and transparency in
State budgets. 

TANGEDCO carries an accumulated loss
of ₹1,50,000 crore and its operations are
being funded through loans which are
guaranteed by the State government; these
are contingent liabilities for the
government. The debt accumulated by
TANGEDCO currently stands at ₹1,60,000
crore, but it does not form part of the State
government borrowing. Tamil Nadu is
struggling to control its revenue
expenditure, thanks to the large outgo on
salaries and pension, which amount to
₹1,22,594 crore for FY25, accounting for
almost 28 per cent of its total expenditure.
The increasing interest payment on its large
outstanding debt of ₹8.33-lakh crore, along
with the announcements of new social
welfare schemes, has resulted in increasing
the revenue expenditure by 9.7 per cent in
FY25, compared to the revised numbers for
FY24. 

The State is having to cut back its capital
expenditure to fund revenue spends. The
capex for FY24, according to revised
estimate, was 4.5 per cent lower than the
budgeted figure. This does not augur well
for development. Some of the assumptions
behind the budget numbers do appear
optimistic. The budget estimates nominal
GSDP growth at 15.89 per cent for FY25.
Although Tamil Nadu is growing faster than
the national average, the estimate is far
higher than the 10.5 per cent nominal GDP
growth projected by the Union Budget for
the same period. The GSDP growth
assumption was similarly stretched in the
budget estimate for FY24 too, and the
finance minister conceded that the GSDP
growth for FY24 had to be revised lower.
Rosy growth and revenue estimates do not
add to a budget’s credibility.

Banking on growth 
TN’s budget arithmetic conveys a sense of optimism 
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Rein in coaching centres
The editorial ‘Tutorial excesses’
(February 20) was spot on about
parents being mainly responsible for
pushing their wards into engineering
and medical streams and the
resultant increased stress levels
being faced by the hapless teenagers.
And the kind of rote learning
methods employed by coaching
institutes with the sole aim of getting
ranks in entrance tests are worsening
the situation leading to students to
resort to extreme measures like
suicides. 
The latest guidelines issued by the
Centre, especially the one barring
enrolment of students below 16
years, would ameliorate the overall
situation to some extent. Guideline

regarding restricting the coaching
classes to five hours a day is crucial
and needs to be implemented
strictly, as the stress levels rise with
increase in the number of coaching
hours. More importantly, there is an
urgent need for a realisation on the
part of the parents that there are
plenty of opportunities in streams
other than engineering and
medicine. 
Kosaraju Chandramouli
Hyderabad

Change mindset
The alarming frequency of suicides
amongst young students has
brought the coaching industry into
spotlight. When this industry is
worth ₹12,000 crore, one should not

expect those running it to be
concerned about students’ mental
health. Ultimately, the onus lies on
parents to change their mindset. Life
does not end with IITs, NEET or
UPSC. There is so much else to do.
Such has been the mushrooming of
coaching centres that it would be
di�cult to open a counselling centre
in each of these places. 
Bal Govind
Noida

Farmers’ agitation
The very fact that four rounds of
talks by the government with the
Samyukt Kisan Morcha group and
others have failed only shows that
there is absolutely no unanimity on
the issues amongst the farmer

unions itself. The proposal to give a
definite MSP for five years for five
crops should have been welcomed
by the farmers. 
Their demand that it should be a
perpetual MSP for all crops is absurd.
Of course, there should be uniform
MSP to compensate farmers during
crop losses due to harsh weather
conditions.
Katuru Durga Prasad Rao
Hyderabad

Controlling air pollution
This refers to ‘Air pollution needs
decentralised, micro solutions’
(February 20). The WHO recently
revised its decade-old air quality
guideline that now clearly indicates
air pollution impacts human health

at lower levels than previously
understood. 
Home to 22 of the world’s 30 most
polluted cities, the bulk of India’s
population breathes air that is at
least 10 times more polluted than
WHO’s previous PM 2.5 standards.
India needs multi-level actions that
range from defining goals and
identifying obstacles to
implementing measures and
performing policy reviews across
di�erent administrative levels.
An e�ective air quality monitoring
system is a critical first step towards
implementation of better air quality
management, that will in turn allow
citizens to breath clean air.
S Muthulakshmi
Virudhunagar, TN
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I
t was one of those last things that
President Joe Biden needed at this
time — a Special Counsel

investigating handling of sensitive
documents putting out an unintended
statement of a President who is an
elderly man but with a poor memory.
Prosecutor Robert Hur unwittingly
stumbled on a minefield when he went
on to variously describe the
81-year-old’s memory as being hazy,
fuzzy, faulty, poor and with significant
limitations.

In a town that is known for its
paybacks, that was enough for some in
the Grand Old Party to call for
Vice-President Kamala Harris to invoke
the 25th Amendment and “remove” the
President. The amendment deals with
procedures to deal with a President’s
removal from o�ce, by death,
resignation, impeachment and
disability. Those familiar with law are
quick to argue that it is not possible to
“remove” a President at the snap of a
finger but a long process that eventually
involves a two-thirds vote in both
Chambers of Congress.

So what’s all the fuss? The talk of
Biden being old or somehow incapable
of running America for another five
years starting 2025 is a red rag to some
in the Democratic party, the
traditionalists and loyalists especially.
But repeated polls are showing that age
is indeed a thing that Democrats have to
worry about, not just from the regulars
of the Grand Old Party but from the
Democrats and all those likely to vote by
way of Independents and first timers.

MEMORY LANE

And media highlights of the President
going down memory lane by confusing
Mitterrand with Macron or the
President of Egypt with that of Mexico
have not helped matters. The fact that
President Biden has increased his use of
profanity also seems to be cause of
concern to some, although how age is
related to this is not quite clear. In the
past there have been occasions of
Presidents, including Donald Trump,
missing a step while boarding Air Force
One or coming down a ramp; Biden is no
exception.

This is an election year where
everything comes under the scanner. In
fact, Trump frequently taunts Biden by

imitating the way he walks or talks in
front of his boisterous crowds. But the
fact remains that even if the 45th
President is only four years younger
than Biden, he is somehow seen more
physically fit and mentally agile. Perhaps
the only one within the Republican party
who would want Trump to undergo a
cognitive examination will be Nikki
Haley.

A little over three years ago, on
January 12, 2021, Trump, in brushing
aside calls for his removal on
accusations of inciting the riot on
Capitol Hill, warned that all this would
come to “haunt” the then

President-elect Biden. “The 25th
Amendment is of zero risk to me but will
come back to haunt Joe Biden and the
Biden administration. As the expression
goes, be careful what you wish for,”
Trump said in Alamo, Texas. The same
day the House of Representatives
approved a Democratic Resolution
urging Vice-President Mike Pence to
invoke the 1967 Amendment.

That there is a world of di�erence
between the 25th Amendment
pertaining to Presidents Biden and
Trump is for all to see: to the sitting
President it is one of a decline in
memory pertaining to age whereas to
the former President it has to do with a
so-called dangerous state of mind that
would incite his supporters to sedition.
Whether this stands in a court of law
remains to be seen. But to President
Biden, the Republican calls to rid him
citing the 25th Amendment is not
something that the election season
would have to endure for the next nine
months, but for the next four years and
with higher frequency should he be
re-elected.

The writer is a senior journalist who has reported from
Washington DC on North America and United Nations

Biden’s fuzzy memory, a worry for Democrats

Sridhar Krishnaswami

AGE. A talking point in the election race

Trump and the media are playing it up in an election year where everything comes under the scanner
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