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General Studies – 3; Topic: Agriculture;  
 

Agrarian Distress in India 
 

1) Introduction 

 The current round of farmers’ agitations indicates that India’s agrarian sector is under stress. 

 Low growth, poor earnings, disproportionately high suicides have signalled that something is wrong 
with the rural sector in India.  
 

2) Reasons for Agrarian Distress 

 Unpredictable weather cycle and low agricultural output.  

 There is always a sharp fall in price when surplus is generated. Government objective to keep 
inflation under control has aggravated farm distress.  

 India has excessively dependent on MSP to drive crop planning by farmers. MSP is restricted only to 
few crops.   

 Agricultural marketing has not developed on pan India basis.  

 Growth in rural lending has decreased and indeed most of the rural lending is indirect rather than 
direct.  

 Input costs have increased while income is decreasing.  

 Degradation of soil, decreasing water resources and increased use of pesticides are making 
agriculture unsustainable and non remunerative.  

 Inequality in landholdings as shown starkly in land ownership.  

 Lack of proper storage facility particularly for horticultural crops. 
 

3) Farmers protest 

 A strike by farmers in Maharashtra on demands of loan waivers, minimum support price for 
agricultural produce and writing off of electricity bills has lead to disruption of day to day life.  

 It exposes rot in Indian farming sector.  

 Whenever a bumper crops come, prices of agricultural products drop dramatically pushing farmers 
for distress sale. Ongoing farm crisis can be attributed to this sharp fall in prices.  
 

4) Concerns / Challenges 

 Indian agriculture is monsoon dependent. The poor monsoon causes severe agrarian distress as 
seen in the last 2 years. 

 In India post-harvest losses in food and food grains are around 40-50%. 

 Agricultural growth has been, on average, lower than that in non-agriculture, including industry 

 The rate of decline of the population dependent on agriculture has been discouragingly low since 
employment outside of agriculture has not been growing fast enough. 

 The monopoly of traders over local agricultural markets bars farmers from selling directly to 
consumers. This kills any chance of farmers getting a fair price. 

 Fiscal conservatism has adversely affected public investment in irrigation, drainage and flood 
control. 

 Liberalised imports of agricultural commodities including foodgrains and cotton have dampened 
domestic prices. 
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 In good harvest years, neither are MSP increased to ensure a floor price that covers costs and offers 
a remunerative return, nor is enough procured to ensure that even the MSP offered serves as a 
floor for market prices.  

 Trade liberalisation, deregulation and a greater role for market forces have not benefited the 
farmer, who is trapped in a persisting crisis. 

 Informal loans from moneylenders are extremely expensive and exploitative. 
 

5) Swaminathan Commission report 

 National Commission on Farmers (NCF)’s Swaminathan Commission Report aimed at working out a 
system for food and nutrition security, sustainability in the farming system, enhancing quality and 
cost competitiveness of farm commodities  

 It recommended that the MSP should be set at a level that equals 150 percent of costs.  

 The Commission observed that farmers needed to have an assured access to and control over 
rightful basic resources like land, water, bioresources, credit and insurance, technology and 
knowledge management, and markets. 

 Agriculture must be implemented in the concurrent list from the state list — hence putting it as a 
matter of concern for both the Union and the states. 

 Land Reforms: 
a. Distribution of ceiling-surplus and waste lands 
b. prevention of diversion of prime agricultural land and forest to corporate sector for non-

agricultural use 
c. Ensure grazing rights are provided and seasonal access is allowed in forests to tribals and 

pastoralists. 
d. Establish a National Land Use Advisory Service to connect land usage decisions with ecological, 

meteorological and marketing factors. 

 Irrigation Reforms: 
a. Reforms to provide farmers with “sustained and equitable” access to water for irrigation. 
b. Rainwater harvesting, water level recharging by mandatory aquifers 

 Productivity Growth: 
a. Substantial increase in public investment in agriculture-related infrastructure particularly in 

irrigation, drainage, land development, water conservation, research development and road 
connectivity etc. 

 Prevention of Farmer Suicides: 
a. Providing affordable health insurance at primary healthcare centres in villages 
b. Restructuring of microfinance policies that may serve as a sort of livelihood finance 
c. Covering all crops by crop insurance. 

 
6) Way Forward 

 Strengthen agricultural insurance, reforming agricultural marketing and introduction of model 
contract farming act.  

 Integration of markets is very critical. Farmers shall be given freedom to sell.  

 Labour and land reforms need to be revised to increase farm productivity and also to decrease 
dependence on agriculture.  

 Making agriculture affordable by decreasing costs of inputs – If agriculture becomes ecologically 
sensitive and sustainable, it also becomes affordable.  

 Management of surface and ground water need to be radically reformed. Colonial common law 
code that gave a right to land owner to exploit underground water need to be revised.  
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 Diversification of livelihood opportunities such as livestock and fisheries. Crop diversification also 
needs to be encouraged and Government shall procure millets and pulses. 

 Credit and crop insurance shall be increased to 85% of small and marginal farmers.  

 Investments shall be raised in to Agro processing industry.  

 Farmers producers organisation need to be encouraged to benefit farmers from market 
participation.  Policy reform in agriculture is need of the hour.  

 Have strong civil society participation in agricultural policy formulation and to keep communication 
open with farmers and farming communities.  

 Proper decentralised storage facility for better access to farmers and prevent the wastage of food 
grains. 

 India and Russia have signed an agreement for cooperation in the development of 25 integrated 
Agro irradiation centres which is a step in the right direction. 

 
 


