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THE Extent of food shortage if 
interpreted in terms of quanti

tative and qualitative dietetic defi-
cienew's, deficit areas and propor
t ion of underfed population. The 
quantitative shortage was estimated 
by the Government at 4.85 mil l ion 
tons which was the target of addi
t ional production set for self-suffi
ciency to be achieved by March 
1952. The Planning Commission 
has now fixed the target to increase 
food supply by 7.2 mi l l ion tons in 
the next 5 years and to import 
about 3 mi l l ion tons more. In 
terms of area, only Assam, Orissa 
Madhya Pradesh, PEPSU, Bhopal 
and Coorg, comprising about 2fi 
per cent of the area and 18 per 
cent of population of the whole of 
India are surplus, while the remain
ing 72 per cent of the area com
prising 82 per tent of population 
is deficit. A n d in terms of popu
lat ion, the. shortage is for 1/31'd, if 
the remaining 2 /3rd is fed ade
quately. (Food Statistics, 1952, 
Minis t ry of Agricul ture , Govern
ment of India . ) Besides, for a 
balanced diet the deficiency in vari
ous items is as follows: 

(Report of the Advisory Plan
ning Board, 1947, I .C .A .R . ) 

T h e available informat ion is 
conclusive of the existence of defi
cit. But the exact magnitude of it 
is an arbitrary calculation, and 
becomes questionable since neither 
the total supply nor the total 
requirements are known accurately. 
and only a slight modification of 
one oz in the dietetic scale results in 
a significant difference of 3.8 m i l 
l ion tons in the total requirements. 
An overall picture of land-man 
relationship shows that the total 
cult ivated area per capita is .76 
acre, the net cultivated area is .66 
acre, the net area under food crops 
( including cereals and pulses) is 
.56 acre. (Unpublished Report on 
L a n d Classification, Min i s t ry of 
Agricul ture , Government of India . ) 
O u r own survey reveals that at the 

current standard of cul t ivat ion, 
and the current level of produc
t ion and consumption the m i n i m u m 
area required under food crops is 
63 acre. (Agricultural Economy of 

the UP, 1948. D. S. Chauhan)' , 
and the shortage comes to about 
12.5 per cent. A better method of 
calculating the shortage is on the 
basis of the quantity available for 
consumption and the actual con
sumption. Our study made on 
that basis shows a shortage of 12 
per cent at the present rate of 
production and the existing scale 
of consumption. 

Normal ly of the total popula
t ion , 39 per cent, is adequately 
nourished, 41 per cent is poorly 
nourished and 120 per cent is very 
badly nourished. (An Enquiry 
into Certain Public Health Aspects 
of Village Life in India, 1931, Sir 
John Megaw.) A steady increase 
in population and the lack of cor
responding increase in product ion 
indicates that there has been no 
improvement in the general situ
ation since it was reviewed by Sir 
John Megaw. A widespread under
nourishment and part ial starvation 
conceal the real gap. Besides, a 
quantity just equal to the to ta l 
requirements cannot attain self-
sufficiency. It is estimated that the 
real gap to attain self-sufficiency at 
present, even at the existing scale 
of consumption, is about 10 mi l l ion 
tons. This w i l l increase every year 
w i t h the increase in population. 
T h e Nature of the Food Problem 

T i l e available supply is short of 
total requirements, resulting in 
overall deficit. The output not 
being a constant average quanti ty, 
its fluctuating character accentuates 
occasional shortages operating in a 
cyclical order almost everywhere. 
There are some chronic deficit 
areas, some areas which are occa
sionally famine stricken (almost the 
whole area lying between lines of 
20" and 30" normal rainfall known 
as the famine tract) and some 
occasionally flooded areas of the 
eastern UP and Bihar. This creates 
a problem of distribution and local 
adjustment. Besides, food supply 
and consequently diets being deter
mined by immediate surroundings, 
and the selection wi th in the avail
able supply by t radi t ion, food habits 
are conservative and the problem 
assumes a regional character. 

The nature of the problem is 

different in ru ra l and urban areas. 
In the former, the problem is 
essentially of farm production and 
in the latter that of purchasing 
power. Through the price mecha-
nisrn and the control measures, the 
centre of scarcity can be shifted 

"between rural and urban areas. At 
present it is largely concentrated in 
cities, though rural areas are not 
free f rom i t , and in times of severe 
famines the rural areas suffer most. 

Food scarcity is not a recent 
phenomenon, though it has been 
made worse by the separation of 
Burma, W o r l d War 11 and Part i 
t ion. It is a normal feature w i t h 
Indian history which is punctuated 
at regular intervals by famines, 
culminat ing in serious disasters in 
almost cyclical order after every 
half-century. The. cost, of imports 
and subsidies is a crashing burden 
on national finances, and the very 
fact that food has to be impor ted 
by a predominantly agricultural 
country reveals a cri t ical state of 
affairs. 

The problem of food, therefore, 
resolves into a fluctuating level of 
under-production put against the 
steadily increasing requirements of 
a growing population. It is p r i 
marily a problem of production, 
and only secondarily, of distr ibution 
as also of meeting a widespread 
disaster after every four to five 
decades. The three stages have to 
be clearly distinguished: ( i ) f i l l ing 
the gap to br ing up the diet to a 
physiologically adequate standard, 
( i i ) maintaining the existing level 
of consumption, and (iii) enhanc
ing the standard to a balanced diet. 
It implies a long process from 
' deficit to hand-to-mouth eco
nomy ' and from hand-to-mouth to 
a ' surplus economy '. ' These terms 
are not commonly used. We have 
used them to express the economic 
conditions at different levels. ' Def i 
cit economy' implies a situation in 
which production and income fall 
short of the normal requirements,, 
and the family even in normal times 
depends on loans. ' Hand-to-
mouth economy' implies a state 
when the family is just able to 
make both ends meet in normal 
times, but not in abnormal times. 
' Surplus economy' implies a situ
ation in which normally the family 
saves something after meeting cur
rent requirements. 

The immediate task is to satisfy 
hunger - a problem of quantity- — 
and the distant goal is to provide 
a balanced diet. Thus on the one 
hand food, though pr imari ly an 
economic problem, is partly a 
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scientific and an educational prob
lem, and on the other, it is a prob
lem of population. 

The Basic Problems 

The struggle for food has reached 
a critical stage where man has begun, 
to drive out cattle. The behaviour 
of cattle population shows that there 
is a decrease in the total number 
of cattle (buffaloes, horses ponies, 
sheep and goats) of the superior 
type, and an increase in pigs, poul
t ry and camels the inferior stock 
[Live Stock Statistics, 1951, Minis t ry 
of Agriculture Government of 
Ind ia ) whose maintenance is cheap 
and less competitive wi th that of 
man A still more interesting fact 
is that the thickly populated parts 
which are deficit in food supply 
mostly coincide w i th parts of de
creasing cattle populat ion; and the 
cattle population is increasing only 
in parts winch are surplus in food 
supply. Leaving aside the typical 
cattle belt (Rajasthan, Ajmer, 
D e l h i ) , of the increasing cattle 
population 74.8 per cent is in sur
plus areas and only 25.2 per cent in 
deficit areas- This indicates a very 
low level of existence, and not only 
a critical stage in the sense that re
covery at tin's stage is difficult but 
dangerous in that it jeopardizes the 
very basis of agricultural develop
m e n t 

Since historical times, of the 
34 great famines recorded in world 
history, 18 have occurred in India . 
(Encyclopaedia Britannica, V o l . 
I X . ) This proves our peculiar sus
ceptibility to famines. Further, 
dur ing the last 700 years Ind ia has 
faced 17 severe disasters, which 
sugges a cyclical recurrence. But 
a still more important fact is reveal
ed by a closer study of the location, 
movements and the frequency of 
the ' element of scarcity ' in the 
history of Indian famines. It is the 
occurrence of a country-wide abnor
mali ty in which the centre of 
scarcity seems to move f rom one 
place to another, covering almost 
the whole or a major part of the 
country wi thin a number of years. 
'This abnormality appears in several 
forms. and is cyclical, recurring 
wi th in 50 to 100 years. The point 
to be emphasized here is that the 
cycle has set in in. Ind ia now, and 
the result wi l l be that for some time 
to come, the abnormality must 
continue to occur in one part of the 
country or another, in one form or 
another; and for several years in 
the immediate future, i t w i l l conti

nue to make the food situation 
difficult. 

The study of land classifica
t i o n also discloses some impor
tant facts. The total area available 
for extension is about 71 mi l l ion 
acres, the suitability of winch, (as 
judged in relation to elements l ike 
soil, topography., temperature, ade
quacy and certainty of rainfal l) 
varies considerably from one par t 
to another, placing varying degrees 
of difficulties in agricultural exten
sion. Only about 10 out of the 
71 mi l l ion acres are believed to be 
good and fertile, and the present 
target of land reclamation is 5.96 
mi l l ion acres in 7 years. The l imits 
of cultivation (as judged by a 
balanced land-use pattern in relation 
to the existing land classification) 
are largely reached in best agricul
tu ra l regions, most of which are 
thickly populated deficit areas, and 
in which the staple diet is rice. In 
these areas the possibilities of ex
tension are considerably l imi ted , 
Besides, the demands for raw mate
rials for both industries and ex
ports, w i l l not permit increased areas 
to be devoted to food crops, and 
hence reliance is mostly to be placed 
on more intensive cultivation result
ing in higher yield per unit of land. 
But inspite of the significant price 
incentive during the last decade, 
fallow land has increased by 14.5 
mi l l ion acres. ( Unpublished Report, 
op cit,) The analysis of the last 
3 years shows that the net increase  
in fallow land was 10.5—2.4—7,6 
mi l l ion acres, of which 72.4 per cent 

was in states deficit in food supply, 
and 27.6 per cent in surplus States. 
Inspite of the population pressure 
and the price incentive, such a 
change in land utilisation indicates 
some definite basic weaknesses in our 
agricultural economy which ham
per adjustment in acreage and 
make production inelastic. 

Of the total food production, 
80 per cent is kharif crops and only 
20 per cent rabi crops. Most of 
the former are unirrigated crops 
depending largely on the monsoon 
which is very uncertain, if not pre
carious. Thus food remains a 
gamble in the monsoon, and the 
protection irr igat ion provides has 
so .far been confined mostly to com
mercial crops; variabili ty in food 
production remains a conspicuous 
feature. Enhancement of food pro
duction implies not only agricul
tural development but an overall 
economic' progress. Even to main
tain the existing standard, an 
annual increase, of 1.4 per cent in 
population calls for an annual in 
crease of 3.2 per cent in food pro
duction. For to make 1 per cent 
increase in agricultural production 
possible1, it has been estimated that 
industrial production has to be in 
creased by 2 to 3 per cent. This 
shows the magnitude of the task; 
and brings out an important con
clusion that the best and a lasting 
solution of agricultural production 
in general and of food production 
in particular lies outside the field 
of agriculture. 

(To be continued) 
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