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The M.S.Swaminathan report -- Food to subsist first, before food for work 
P.R.Brahmananda 

THE compelling visuals on NDTV of the Orissa starvation deaths have impinged, in some small measure, on the sensitivity of the Central Government. The elite in different parts of urban India have also probably been troubled by the exposure of starvation deaths in the media. 

The Central Government has passed an ordinance, making it obligatory for State governments to provide access in distribution to the potentially hungry population on the fringe. It is in this context that the release of the M. S. Swaminathan Research Foun dation's report on ``Food Insecurity Atlas of Rural India,'' is so timely. 

Prof Amartya Sen has argued that, in a democracy, famine deaths could be averted because of the freedom for public exposure of events that are unpleasant to the ruling authorities. But what is happening in current India goes against his proposition's uni versal empirical validity. Providing subsistence to all should be a priority in a democratic government. In fact, it should be the topmost priority. But this is not happening now. 

This is not the first time Orissa is witnessing starvation deaths. At the time of the 1943 Bengal famine, it was argued that it was because of the food rigidities of portions of the affected population that so many died. Wheat and related products were a vailable in the distribution channels. But the rigidities in consumption habits aggravated the calamity. Currently, it is being argued that the sole preference for mango seeds or such food items is responsible for the starvation deaths. Some circles have argued that the people were lazy and unwilling to work. How could food for work reach them? 

I submit that there is a difference in the State obligation of providing subsistence for all and of providing work for all. Work requires more food and a society may not have full employment, but it is admitted that no one in society should starve. Wheth er the dying people are lazy or have rigid food habits is not the matter at issue. Why could not the items in subsistence which such people need be provided in time to prevent the deaths? After all, this is not difficult in a country with such rich and d iverse agricultural production. 

Again, it is argued that food distribution is a State responsibility and that the Centre cannot be blamed for the starvation deaths. The fundamental right to life and liberty has to be secured always, by all governments. One of the great achievements of Mahatma Gandhi was that he made even the highly educated and rich elite sensitive to the sufferings of the lowliest. 

This sensitivity has, sadly, disappeared, especially after the advent of the reforms. Many among the better-to-do think that they can `gorge' themselves in any manner without showing concern for their unfortunate fellow beings. 

There was an unseen macro perspective in the freedom movement era in which everyone in the land felt part of the sufferings of everyone else. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, during the MacMillan Committee deliberations. the Bank of England governor, L ord Norman, said that employment and industry were not his concern. The Keynesian revolution changed all that, at least for some time. Even central bankers were worried about unemployment. 

Probably, but for the impact of the last two decades, even in India, there was some concern in the highest quarters about famines and starvation deaths. That was why inflation was considered cruel to the vulnerable portions of the community. In 2000-01, the average inflation rate was 7 per cent plus. Already, in the first few months of 2001-02, the weekly inflation rates are close to 6 per cent. 

The Swaminathan Foundation Report is full of the detailed rankings of different States from the point of view of food security. Its finding is that in rural India the most food-insecure States are Bihar, Jharkhand and Madhya Pradesh. The severely insecur e States are Orissa, Chattisgarh, UP and Rajasthan. The moderately insecure States are Andhra Pradesh, Uttaranchal, Haryana, West Bengal, Assam and Gujarat. The moderately secure States are Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Maharashtra, while Punjab, Himachal Pr adesh and Kerala are the only food-secure States. 

But it is Orissa which has been periodically exposed to starvation deaths. The Swaminathan Foundation Report does not go into the differences in food security within the boundaries of the States. The Report points out that such a study for each State is necessary. The States are vying with each other to produce human development reports. But it is more important that each State produces, on the Swaminathan Foundation Report model, a `Food Insecurity Atlas', marshalling data from each district. Probably, if that is done, my hunch is that Orissa will emerge as the most food-insecure State. 

I would go further and assert that every Minister at the Centre or at the States should compulsorily be made to go through the Swaminathan Foundation Document. Every Member of Parliament and business executive of corporate houses must also study this doc ument. We come to know from this document that India is far away from achieving the fundamental goal of subsistence for all. 

The report covers all food items -- cereals, tubers, pulses, sugar, edible oil, fruits and vegetables, as well as egg, fish and milk. In terms of environmental sustainability, Haryana, Punjab, Rajasthan and West Bengal rank topmost from the bottom. The r easonably sustainable States are Madhya Pradesh and Chattisgarh. Rajasthan and Haryana have the most degraded land as a proportion of total geographical area. In terms of population of States affected by floods, cyclones and heavy rains plus land slides, the most vulnerable States are Bihar and Jharkhand. 

Next come Uttaranchal and UP. Tamil Nadu, Rajasthan and Punjab are not affected. In terms of percentage of lives lost to total lives lost in two years, Orissa dominates, with 62.3 per cent. In terms of percentage of drought affected area, Rajasthan, Guja rat and Karnataka and, to lesser extent, Maharashtra dominate. The Foundation has constructed a disaster-prone index, and here, Gujarat, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Orissa and Maharashtra have top rankings. 

In terms of food availability, Rajasthan, Gujarat, Karnataka and, strangely, Haryana and Maharashtra, are at the top. Taking into account the calorie intake of the lowest decile, Bihar, Gujarat, Karnataka, Orissa, Tamil Nadu and Kerala figure at the lowe r end. In terms of number of persons per thousand with zero meals per day, in the lower expenditure groups the national average is 20 per cent. And Tamil Nadu, Orissa, Karnataka, Haryana, Bihar and Assam appear to suffer the most inadequacy. 

Mr Shanta Kumar at the Central Government would be interested to know that Orissa, Punjab, Bihar and Uttar Pradesh have the lowest percentage of households using the public distribution system. In Orissa the percentage is 5.2, in Bihar 5, Uttar Pradesh 5 .2 and Gujarat, 9. Note that the BJP is in full or partial power in three of these States. Punjab has a low percentage of households depending on PDS (5.6 per cent). But that is for a different reason. 

How will the above States make every portion accessible to PDS in the next three months? Mr Shanta Kumar would also be interested to know that the offtake of rice for TPDS groups is the highest in Tamil Nadu, followed by Andhra Pradesh, Orissa and UP. It seems in Orissa, 98 per cent of households do not purchase from the PDS. The report also points out that micro nutrient deficiency, in terms of calcium, is the highest in Orissa and Assam. Orissa has also a highest proportion of population with Vitamin A deficiency. In terms of adult health index, it is also at the bottom. 

From all accounts, Orissa seems to be chronically suffering from exposure to starvation deaths. Why has this problem not been solved at the State and at the national levels? Orissa has a high proportion of tribal population and has palpably low literacy rates. It has also been severely affected by natural disasters. The State has a Cambridge educated Chief Minister. Why should he not urge the Centre to give priority attention to food security in his State. 

The public distribution system has a curious history. It was an offshoot of the Mahalanobis model of industrialisation to protect urban labour from food insecurity; issue prices were also kept relatively low. After the Green Revolution, it became a purch aser of grains from the farmers who were implementing the Green Revolution. Then the Agricultural Prices Commission became a powerful lobby for high prices for the farm produced products, especially in some grains. 

The PDS was well-developed, from a receiving angle, in States such as Kerala, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal. It had hardly percolated at the issue end in such States as UP, Bihar, Orissa and Madhya Pradesh. For issuance of grains it was not needed in Punjab and in Haryana. Even to use it for food for work, some measure of costing will have to be employed. 

The State governments may not have the resources to lift the grains, though currently this constraint has been temporarily reduced. We did not devise the PDS as an instrument to avoid and prevent starvation deaths. Here, the subsistence has to be free an d accessible. Somehow, Orissa has not built up the channels for this purpose. No State probably has built a structure for distributing minimum subsistence for all. And in Orissa, the subsistence may have to be different. This is no serious problem to the State government or to the Centre. Such food rigidities are only in a small portion of the country. 

One hopes the Swaminathan Foundation will be able to issue a report each year on whether minimum food security prevails in the land. 

