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“An Agricultural Plan for Karnataka” by S L Rao
      I have interacted with two distinguished agricultural economists, Ashok Gulhati when I was at NCAER and now in ISEC with R S Deshpande. From them I have reinforced my insights on the problems of Indian agriculture. These range from poor price signals in India that have distorted cropping patterns, the distortions caused by politically inspired import tariffs, the declining public investment over many years in agriculture and the consequent poor roads, storage and irrigation. Making procurement prices and minimum support prices, the same has led to rising subsidy costs and wrong price signals to farmers. 

     Lack of any management of ground water has led to disastrous consequences on poor farmers whose shallow wells run dry and to a falling water table. In Karnataka, the model groundwater legislation is gathering dust. Rampant adulterated and fake seeds and pesticides on which farmers invest borrowed money lead to poor crops and are an important reason for farmer suicides. .  

      Successive central governments over two decades have neglected agriculture. Agriculture was a victim of reducing fiscal deficits. Public investment nationally has declined in real terms over the years while private investment has grown. Private investment benefits the rich farmer who is able to invest in equipment, storage, transport, etc, and earns better prices. Public investment in roads, market yards, godowns, large and small storage reservoirs and canals, benefits the larger community. Though the better off farmers are still the greater beneficiaries of public investment, small farmers also benefit.

      Karnataka differs from the national scene in some important respects. It is after Rajasthan, the state with the highest acreage of non-irrigated and arid lands, dependent on wayward monsoons. Shares of both public and private investment have been declining in this state. Developmental expenditure on agriculture has declined-from 10 % in mid nineties to below six percent recently. Despite excellent policies and plans for agriculture, agricultural growth has decelerated in this and farmers’ incomes at constant prices have stagnated over a decade. If their lot is to improve, agricultural growth should average 4.5% against the 2 to 3% per annum in the last decade. 
     The formula for improvement was announced in the 2006-07 budget. The agricultural policy document of 2006 expands on this. The components are no different from the national requirement. Protection and improvement of natural resources and particularly conservation of water and soil health are imperative. Availability of credit and other inputs must be timely; integration of post-harvest processing with agricultural production is necessary; transfer of agricultural research to the farmer needs to be speedier and more effective. The farmer needs easy (not necessarily cheap) credit, access to health care especially for major illnesses, affordable education of good quality for his children and safe water, sanitation and nutrition for his family. None of these suggestions is new.  National and Karnataka specific programmes for their achievement have not achieved success. Institutional and procedural changes in the delivery system for these services need reformulation. Most shortcomings in service delivery by governments in India are the result of administrative failures and leakages and require serious administrative reforms. The Veerappa Moily Committee on Administrative Reforms may have some suggestions. How well they are accepted and then implemented will however depend on the existing administrative apparatus. The same apparatus is at the root of the problem.  Karnataka Administrative Reforms Commission in 2001 chaired by Haranhalli Ramaswamy gave fundamental suggestions for improving the Administration. These are still gathering dust. The 2006 Karnataka Plan also highlights the lack of coordination between Ministries, a perennial governance problem in India.
       The Karnataka Agricultural Policy of 2006 has many practical suggestions to achieve the 4.5% growth and resolve some of the constraints. For example, the “Raitha Mitra Pustaka” including information on soil health can help improve targeting of families below poverty line and poor farmers for government help, as well as identifying soil improvements. The ‘Bhoomi” programme could be tightened and provide reliable land records. A Land Use Board can relate land use to carrying capacity. Implementation of  reforms exist is unsatisfactory, for example, in the inadequate distribution of surplus land, poor quality of surplus land, economic viability of the distributed land and unabated concealed tenancy with widespread usury. Wasteland management by farmer groups, suing wasteland for biofuels like ‘jatropa Simeruba’, involving panchayats in land use management and diversification of agriculture into other allied activities like horticulture, sericulture, etc are useful suggestions. Along with this must be the building of capability in the panchayats to take on such tasks and the devolution of funds to them. 
     Better water management at the village level, having one tank or pond in every village, reclaiming and repairing streams, ground water recharging and rainwater harvesting, will also improve the situation. The Maharashtra Water Regulatory Authority and statutorily empowered water user associations that can lay down cropping patterns including ground water use is another model for Karnataka to consider. The Policy has other specific proposals for better watershed management, crop insurance, etc.

       Plans that succeed have political and bureaucratic will to implement. We must wait for this. (839)
