Impressions

Impressions

(i)
The feel
A well paved State road, a ribbon running through miles and miles of fields; Yavatmal to Amravati; Akola to Amravati; Wardha to Yavatmal with  dense trees in the distance; Washim to Buldana. Hundreds of kilometers before one sees an occasional inter state convoy of trucks. Miles and miles without a single industry, shop/ paan wala/ dhabha. Potholes and uneven surfaces on the roads to villages. Oil lanterns and occasionally a single bulb in some homes and at the public places. Sometimes a three wheeler on the road. Some electricity poles. The sameness of a shanty town market look in the District Headquarters, with slightly more prosperity, due to nationalistic tourism, in Wardha. None of the bustle, the festive look of ugly facades where shopkeepers have sufficient kept by to invest in atrocious and yet imaginative paint and frontage as in sleepy Dhenkanal, wet and filthy Hardwar, busy Ambala. The beautiful siting of Amravati on graduated hills, quiet, with no audible or visual reminder of the bursts of energy of people toiling, or even loitering, in other hills in the North or South of India not sufficient business as in Landsdowe, the busy-ness of Una, no feel of the push of economic forces at work in Nainital, Ooty, Gangktok, Coimbatore. 


Acres and acres of rain-fed fields with some pockets of irrigated affluence. (Irrigated potential created in Vidarbha is 19% of gross cropped area). At some places a few ginning mills could be seen with cotton bales piled in the open and covered high with dust and waste. Obviously these would not reach Ludhiana with its need for Long Staple for hosiery and which is met from exports with 10% and imports duty, an issue causing great aggravation amongst the farmers. No textile mills, no flourishing feel of thriving end to end production. Cotton being purchased from doorstep by traders despite earlier Monopoly Procurement by Cotton Federation.  Traders reported to be in league with unscrupulous people who would then sell at the much higher price to the Federation. The farmers getting their money only in long installments, thus leading to higher debt due to their immediate needs not being met for the next season. Nearer the Divisional Headquarters, roadside sellers of oranges in heaps. Oranges at Rs.10-12/- a kg. No longer export quality, and quite a few orchards destroyed due to the heavy hailstorms. The feeling of a people hanging on by their nails to a semblance of a livelihood. A land quite isolated from the main business of development or the fruits of development


In the homes of the widows a bareness. No acquisitions of note. Only a few with even a bed. Mostly empty one rooms with bare floors, a few possessions in bundles in corners, the rooms enclosed with any available oddment for  a wall, the entrance often an uneven aperture covered with a string from which a torn piece of cloth, often an old sari, acts as the curtain. A feeling of quiet despair in the midst of a few slightly more affluent houses. The look of incomprehension on the faces of widows, now suddenly ‘farmers’, with no skills for engaging even a contract for leasing the fields. Most widows wept copiously and could not communicate any reason for the suicide. Some youngsters and well meaning villagers reported high incidence of alcoholism. A feeling of despair and desolation. Nagpur though crowded and needing many of the inputs under JNNURM
 was a contrast of almost affluence and definitely more advanced developmental inputs.

(ii)
The contradictions


Most of the widows visited confirmed they had an average of 10-15 acres of holdings. These should rank as much higher as holding size to fall in the below poverty line bracket or in the bracket of ‘uneconomic’ farm. Formal debts from official channels were only Rs. 15-25000/-. Nearly all widows stated that other debts were owed to informal channels like relatives. No one liked to admit the debts due to input dealers or money lenders. The figures collated by the IGIDR for suicide families are also in the region of Rs.24,000/- to Rs.34,000/ for one transaction. The average transactions for suicide cases was found to be around three. With interest rates between 100 -150 per cent, the debt burden arrived at appears to be close to Rs.1,00,000/- per case. A fair amount of this was found to be from informal sources. The figure obtained by the team through verbal discussions with the villagers and from local agriculture officials indicated an average debt of Rs. 1, 00,000/- to Rs.1, 50,000/- as it encompassed loans of previous three to four years.


Farmers reported that most Bt Cotton Packets carry the information that “Best grown in irrigated conditions” in small letters. None of the suicide homes had, however, irrigated land even though Bt Cotton will do best in irrigated or at least with one supplemental irrigation.  One of the suicide victim cases had just got a cancellation of his proposal to dig a tube well under EGS. Others complained of no electricity to energise their pumps. Except for a few roadside evidences of ‘bori-bund’ programme to augment ground water, there was no evidence of a sustained and well participated in programme for watershed development or rain water harvesting or arrangements for sharing of water wherever pumps or traditional wells existed. 


Children from families where suicides have occurred were going to Class 9th or 10th at schools in the village. The school buildings were a little old and needed paint but were of standard size. The homes were, however, quite bare. 


In some villages massive concrete well maintained and new Community and Panchayat meeting halls and offices existed.

Many of the Sarpanches were women but most could not put across their views and were represented by the menfolk. On being prompted they could repeat some of the points raised by the men.

(iii)
The perception and the problems


Consequent, perhaps, to local media coverage, the editorials, and the opinion of political party representatives, elected representatives, citizens voicing their concerns, most of the  rural people of Vidarbha and many educated people in the Divisional Headquarter meetings believe that they have been discriminated against by policy makers and politicians in Mumbai. Most even believed that the rates for relief from distress due to hailstorm were different for Vidarbha and much higher for the Rest of Maharashtra. No amount of figures being presented by Divisional Officers could convince the people. They had numerous instances of differential to quote. All farmers believed the answer to their problems was the making available of irrigation, power for their pump sets and the procurement of cotton at assured and remunerative prices.   They expressed the need for appropriate advisory and quality seeds

At the village level where meetings were often held on any open space next to the roadside due to lack of any other place, people were generally of the opinion that they needed irrigation, power to electrify their pump sets and needed more sanctions for wells to be constructed. They felt that the Government had ‘deserted’ them by withdrawing Monopoly Procurement.  Another oft repeated complaint was that the input dealers have provided seeds for cotton with the information that this would grow best in irrigated conditions written in very small letters so they felt cheated at not having been able to protect themselves. According to the farmers  they got much less yield than earlier and felt that 3 quintals an acre was too little to meet the cost of inputs which included pesticides after the initial 90 days of protection from Bollworm was over. With prices at only Rs.1700/- a quintal they could hardly survive was their sentiment. (The MSP fixed by the CACP for 2005-06 in respect of Short Staple (J-34) cotton is Rs.1760/- per quintal and for Long Staple (H-4) is Rs.1980/- per quintal). 


Yashada, the State Training Institute has brought out its report after covering a sample of one third of the suicide cases and states that only 4% of the cases were of cotton growers. As per their findings the 30% alcoholism is a possible cause, as, too, the mental illness and depression caused by use of pesticides. There were other oral non documented statements made by the people regarding the headaches that the women complained about due to picking of cotton in areas where pesticides had been used in comparison to areas where organic farming practices had been observed.  It is interesting to note the summation of causes of suicide in Andhra Pradesh legislative debates.
  Based upon a cross section of reports regarding suicides in Punjab, Karnataka and Maharashtra the Andhra Pradesh legislators summed up the causes as switch over to crash crop and cotton, exploitation by unscrupulous input dealers and crushing debt burden. 

IGIDR has clearly brought out that the reasons for suicide are indebtedness of the farmers and that there are grave issues of mental health due to use of pesticides. They state that the use of insecticides in cotton is excessive. The  per hectare usage is nearly 13 times higher than of Soyabean; 82 times higher than that of Tur; 442 times higher than that of sugarcane.   They further state that in addition to yield uncertainty, the cost of cotton cultivation is much higher than the price received.  There is  poor dissemination of scientific farm techniques, farmers do not use certified seeds, seeds showing per unit land is not adhered to, fertilizers usage is not as per recommended doses, insecticides usages is excessive causing damage to crop and ecology and the farmers being increasingly exposed to price volatility.  


As told by the farmers at villages and by the widows, there is no clear reason for the suicides of farmers.  Suicides were inexplicable to the widows. There are, of course, the usual argumentations put forth about the mood of the man before death. Some reported conversations regarding worries as to how the daughters would be married. Others reported the huge amounts of debts. Some widows were aware of the amount of debt, some depended upon the district officials reading out the formal debts owed to different credit agencies. A few could relate the amounts owed to family members or other parties. None would admit of themselves of the amounts owed to the input dealers or to traders as, obviously, the pressure of the village people was high as none would like to have a situation where the State machinery would come down heavily on the money lenders and their future sources of credit would thus dry up.


In the villages and in the district meetings it was found that the public outcry was on the cessation of procurement by the State Government and the prices realized for cotton. The stories told by the villagers were that:

· Cotton growing had become extremely unproductive
· Bt. Cotton and hybrids show more wilting under heavy rains compared to the hybrids
· Input cost were very high with seed costing over Rs 1140/- to Rs 1600/- per packet

· With desi seed they spent only Rs 1000/- or so while their returns were also poor
· From past few years their input costs have become extremely high
· The returns were only 3 quintals per acre whereas they had been promised  12 quintals return

· Earlier they had got 10-12 quintals and the reduction in  productivity was steadily increasing for previous three years

· They had got Rs 2500/- per quintal earlier

· The prices since removal of government Monopoly Procurement now were only Rs 1700/- per quintal 

· Farmers got no profit

· The government  had to procure their cotton

· The seed was spurious

· They had noticed the seed manufacturers warning about  “best when used in irrigated conditions” too late as the lettering was very small

· No one from government had warned them not to use these seeds
· Electricity was not available to energize the few pumps installed so in the absence of rain they could not get enough water to the fields

· Many last mile irrigation projects were being held up by forest department and that while the rest of Maharashtra had irrigated conditions they were being made to suffer

· Some of the projects proposed under irrigation would lead to submerging many villages and they would not like to go for sugar cultivation as only those with large land and money can afford the same

· When the women went for supplementary E.G.S. work they got only Rs. 30/- while the men folk got Rs. 35/- that this was not enough to make ends meet.

On being asked whether they should shift from cotton there was strong resentment. They did not wish to get into supplementary farm activities as even the price of milk was not enough for them to make a profit. They did not wish to learn new activities. The Team found there were virtually no room for agriculture based activities. The Team found that there were virtually no non farm activities nor any prominent agro based initiatives. ITC has opened an E Choupal which is yet to become functional. 

At the District level and Divisional Headquarter meetings which were attended by many political parties’ representatives, the added dimension was the issue of Backlog due from Government of Maharashtra in terms of investment in irrigation, electricity and the identified key 8 sectors. The feeling and information conveyed by various delegations, and supported by data was that even after 2001 when some start was made by the Government to carry the allocations for backward regions, as arising out of the Governor’s directives, the departments did not spend the money and a large percentage of the funds were being surrendered annually.
(iv)
Official Versions  

Regarding distress in rural areas,  the official versions at divisional and State level amongst officers and politicians was that cotton is no longer remunerative due to heavy export subsidy by United States; similar  subsidies by European producers leading to depression of international prices.  Low international prices have a dampening effect on domestic cotton prices. They further feel that Monopoly Procurement Scheme has been correctly withdrawn as the Maharashtra Cotton Federation has been running into over Rs.5000/- crore losses.  They recognize the need for credit and the fact that most of the farmers have been on the list of defaulters for quite sometime.  No definite programmes could be suggested by the Chief Minister and the Finance Minister for overcoming the problem of farmers being on the default list and therefore not being eligible for any fresh credit. However, they said that the overall credit requirements of farmers, particularly in suicide areas, is being considered by the Union Minister of Agriculture for all States and some package is expected by them from the Central Government.  At the State level, their suggestion is that NABARD may be closely involved in the loaning through cooperative Banks and the current regulations for societies relating to net worth as obstacles to their involvement may be removed.  They feel that NABARD, with its capacity to create systems for recovery of debt, will be in a better position to organize fresh credit requirements of the farmers.  The existing condition of the cooperative credit banks is decrepit and revival is possible only through close involvement of organizations like NABARD and with relaxation being given by RBI so that the needs of the farmers can be met.  

As regards backlog, with special reference to implementation of projects for irrigation in Vidarbha, the Chief Minister and the Finance Minister felt that the needs of Vidarbha area can be met only by augmenting the flow of funds through Central grants. They felt that the State Government is handicapped by the need to create capacity to absorb the award for Krishna waters!   The fact that the capacity has already been created to absorb the Bachawat Award is not mentioned by the senior politicians of the State.  Their desire is to expand the capacity in western Maharashtra.  Currently they are busy with all last mile projects where 75% expenditure has already been made in western Maharashtra.  On being asked why similar focused and coordinated attention cannot be made for completing irrigation projects in Vidarbha area, their response is that most of the irrigation projects in Vidarbha area fall in degraded forests area (‘Juddupi’ jungle i.e. degraded forest) and that EIA has not been made available by Ministry of Environment and Forests.  Their response to the need to provide integrated watershed development and rainwater harvesting for cost effective water conservation was lukewarm.  Regarding remaining backlog in identified sectors (Irrigation, Roads, General Education, Technical Education, Public Health, Urban Water Supply, Soil Conservation, Veterinary Services, Energisation of Pump Sets), the stand taken by the Chief Minister and the Finance Minister is that the needs of overall development of the State have been the major reason why funds could not be allocated earlier.  


Now, with the directives of the Governor being implemented, provision is being made annually. Funds are being made available but the pace can only be as provided at present, which is much lower than the total backlog. It is also reported by them that as of current year (2006-07), the off budget loans, Central grants, AIBP and even supplementary grants are all under the Governor’s formula for arriving at apportionment of State Budget with appropriate division for Vidarbha, Marathwada and rest of Maharashtra.  

Funds are certainly  being made available as of 2006-07 but the pace can only be as provided at present, which is much lower than the total backlog, which, when calculated on 1994 prices when the Indicators and Backlog Committee recommendations had been accepted , is much larger in current prices.


The fact that there is little attempt to spend the money made available under the backlog is not adequate, could not be answered convincingly by Government of Maharashtra.
(v)
Conclusion

Thus, there were innumerable issues which came up during the visit to the districts in Vidarbha region and in the discussions held with delegations of politicians from the area of Vidarbha, the concerned citizens and the State Government officials, the Finance Minister, the Chief Minister. Additionally, the discussions with the Board officials also led to fresh perspectives.  The discussions with the Governor conducted during the later part of the study confirmed the impression of the Team regarding ineffectiveness of the Board in delivery of any planned programme in the region.  


The impression carried by the Team and as communicated to the Chief Minister, Chief Secretary and the Governor was of acute distress among the farmers in the Vidarbha region due to cessation of monopoly procurement which had been in vogue for over 20 years; the vagaries of open market procurement at different prices depending upon depression in international prices; a sense of grievance among the farmers regarding variable yield from Bt cotton / hybrid; a feeling of helplessness among the farmers regarding their overwhelming indebtedness; a feeling of grievance based on lack of irrigation facilities; helplessness at not being able to energise pump sets in the area; a perception of being bereft without any support from extension machinery; confusion regarding planting procedures. 


The Team found that there were virtually no non farm activities nor any prominent agro based initiatives. There was clear resistance from the people to move away from mono cropping in cotton.


 Among the officials and the official State machinery, it is felt that the Governor has finally been able to achieve some discipline regarding observance by the Council of Ministers in introducing the backlog provisions and provisions for backward regions as per  the Constitutional provision of Article 371 (2) but that the system is not geared up towards implementation and that annual surrenders against the amounts allocated leading to supplementary budgets, which are then spent in the rest of Maharashtra. 


The Team felt there was inadequate explanation for this lackadaisical attitude in implementation of projects for Vidarbha and that there was ample reason to suspect collusion and connivance in not sanctioning the funds for the region and later to move for supplementary budgets, mostly for irrigation in Western Maharashtra.

(vi)
Organizing the study with reference to the Terms of Reference 

The Terms of Reference as enjoined upon the Fact Finding Team (FFT) were to study:

· the situation regarding regional disparities with particular emphasis on Vidarbha; 
· the effectiveness of existing mechanism for bringing about balanced regional development; 
· to ascertain the factors leading the rural distress and the effectiveness of relief packages announced by the State Government; 
· and to recommend necessary measures for reducing regional disparities and addressing the issue of the rural areas especially the Vidarbha region. 
On rural distress, the Team decided to focus on cotton. One of the chief reasons for this was the fact that while cotton is not the single crop in the area, it was the crop leading to huge public outcry due to low yield, low price realisation, questions regarding quality of seeds, and cessation of procurement by the State Government, and reported presence of input dealers and their role in acting as agricultural advisers. Along with this the team analyzed the other components of agricultural distress, namely, issues pertaining to indebtedness, credit and crop insurance, extension delivery and agricultural practices adopted.

Taking the overall Terms of Reference into account, the team, therefore, focused on the issues related to rural distress, that is, cotton cultivation, irrigation, backlog in public investment and the functioning of the Development Boards.  The findings are given in subsequent sections, summary and recommendations.
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