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Jute Target: Ends and Means 

JU S T when the Planning Report 
came out wi th its targets of 

production for agriculture and indus 
try in the next five years, jute prices 
registered a new low, far below the 
cost of production that had been esti
mated by the Indian Central Jute 
Committee. This poses the question 
of the compatibility of physical tar
gets of production with market con 
ditions of costs and prices, in an 
arresting form, much in the manner 
of a motion of adjournment introduc
ed at short notice to draw attention 
to an urgent problem. The question 
raised is not only pertinent but goes 
to the very root of the matter; assum
ing these targets are physically pos
sible, what is the assurance that they 
w i l l be attained in reality? Since the 
Planning Commission expect that it 
all goes on well, these targets will be. 
attained, it is natural to assume that 
they must also have thought of the 
means of achicving the ends they 
have in mind. What are these 
means, the instruments of economic 
policy by which the tic 1 red ends will 
be attained? 

To remove any possible imsundci-
standing, it should be made clear at 
the outset that though the Report 
discusses controls in general, it does 
not devote any separate chapter to 
the operation of controls for the 
attainment of the targets. The dis
cussion is general and only in places, 
as in the treatment of food policy. 
an attempt has been made to relate 
controls to the objectives of food 
policy. In the case of commercial 
crops, beyond the general recommen 
dation that the system of relative 
prices that was in force in the base 
year should be continued and that it 
should not be interfered with by 
giving any special encouragement to 
particular crops, nothing further is 
said on the subject. On the con 
trary, crop planning is rejected as im
practicable. There is some groping for 
it at places as an instrument of policy 
which is more effective and certain in 
operation, e.g. in the discussion on co
operative farming. The Commission 
fondly look to the co-operative farms 
for adopting crop planning in the 
wider national interest. This line of 
thought, however, is not pursued any 
further and a moment's reflection 
wi l l show that it is no more than 
wishful thinking to suppose that co
operative farms preference for parti
cular crops wi l l be any different from 
that of the individual farmer except 

in so far as special inducements arc 
offered to them, to grow more food 
tor example, in the matter of supply 
of equipment, seeds and fertilisers. 

Now, self-sufficiency in jute or 
near self-sufficiency—has been the-
active endeavour of the State Govern
ments and Agricultural Departments 
fur many years, hi pursuance of this 
aim, energetic action has been taken 
to bring more land under jute culti
vation, with results which are highly 
gratifying to the authorities but dis
astrous for the growers. Indeed, the 
success of the movement to grow 
more jute presents a striking contrast 
to the poor results achieved by the 
grow-more-food campaign. The very 
success of the movement has preci
pitated a crisis which not only calls 
for immediate action to save the jute 
glowers and to prevent the pendulum 
swinging in the opposite direction, 
winch wil l be inevitable, if jute prices 
remain at current uneconomic levels 
at the time of sowing for the next 
season. It requires no prophet to say 
that if jute acreage is drastically cut 
shortage of raw jute nest year wil l 
paralyse the jute mills and the fami
liar chain of consequences will be 
repeated—reduction in foreign ex 
change earnings, increased depend 
ence on Pakistan and so on. 

For agricultural commodities with 
inelastic supply, of winch jute is a 
typical example, there is reason to 
believe that left to the normal opera
tion of market forces, he tendency 
of production from year to year is 
likely to be away from rather than 
towards a close correspondence be 
tween supply and demand. At any 
rate, production will not tend to move 
spontaneously towards the targets set 
for jute. A violent reversal of the 
upward trend is certain for the next 
season. 

Again, this is net a temporary em
ergency. An equally disturbing situa
tion is bound to recur even year. Nor 
is it a problem confined to jure alone. 
A l l cash crops for which targets have 
been set call for the same instru
ments of economic policy for their 
realisation. The Planning Commis
sion have not devised these instru
ments nor recommended the means 
by which the targets can be attained. 

The immediate problem of reliev
ing the jute growers and ensuring 
jute production next year at the same 
or a higher scale can be solved in 

more than one way. There is, fortu
nately, a choice of alternatives open 
to the Government which can be 
applied singly or in combination : 

1, Removing the ban on exports 
and fixing a modest export 
quota which can be later in
creased, if necessary; 

2. Announcement of floor prices 
and setting up of an organisa
tion for enforcing floor prices; 

3. Pressure on the jute mills to 
purchase more freely and to in 
crease their stocks which arc 
rather low at the moment, and 

4. Restricting jute imports from 
Pakistan by instituting a system 
of import licensing. 

5. Reopening of forward trading in 
raw jute. 

The relative merits of these mea
sures may be open to dispute but 
not their effectiveness. There is also 
scope for difference of opinion about 
the order of precedence for their en
forcement. For instance, the mills, 
in their anxiety to ensure adequate 
supplies, may legitimately demand 
that exports should be allowed as a 
last resort, only if the other measures 
fail to bring up prices to the desired 
level. Again, in order to preserve 
their most paying market—the Ame
rican market —they may oppose res
trictions on imports from Pakistan 
which wil l rob them of the freedom 
to pick and choose the best qualities 
according to their requirements and, 
incidentally, of switching over from 
one market to another to keep prices 
down. 

The Government of India, inter
ested in dollar earnings, may easily 
fall into the trap and side wi th the 
mills in this matter. The Commerce 
Minister appears to have been taken 
in already, judging from his state
ment that imports from Pakistan 
have not been an important factor in 
creating the present imbroglio in the 
jute market, in support of which he 
has given out the figures of jute actu
ally imported up t i l l now from Paki
stan. This is, to say the least, mis
leading. He was probably not 
Supplied with the figures of jute pur 
chases already contracted for in Paki
stan and awaiting shipment. It 
would not be fair to suppose that he 
made no mention of them though he 
was in possession of these facts while 
he made the statement that he did. 
It the quantities contracted for arc 
also taken into account, in addition 
to the estimated Indian production. 
i t wi l l be seer that the mills have 
enough of the finer qualities to meet 
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their requirements and that restric
tion on imports wi l l only deprive 
them of the freedom to operate in 
the two markets to keep down prices. 

Conflicting interests of the differ
ent sections of the jute trade make 
it a dangerous ground for the unwary 
to tread on and a busy Cabinet M i 
nister on a short visit to Calcutta is 
exposed to the risk of being trapped 
or taken in by sectional interests. 
There are conflicting interests in 
every market but tins is much more 
true of jute than of cotton, for ex
ample, for the simple reason that the 
jute trade is much more heterogen
eous. The mi l l industry had hitherto 
been dominated by the Scots. Con
trol has now passed to other hands, 
but not to those who are guided by 
more enlightened self interest and are 
temperamentally inclined to take an 
objective or a long term view of things. 

The m i l l , the trade and the growers 
belong to entirely different classes of 
people, among whom there is l i t t le 
similarity of outlook or identity of 
interest. It is not so in the case of 
any other crop. 

These are short period solutions, 
easier to devise and implement. W h a t 

about the future, the gradual move
ment step by step towards the target 
fixed by the Planning Commission? 
Self-cufficiency, purely quantitatively, 
is still at some distance, though not 
unattainable. But even a partial 
movement towards self-sufficiency has 
brought to the fore the futi l i ty of 
growing more jute, if it is not jute of 
the right quality needed by the mills 
and the folly of growing it at a cost 
which prices do not cover and the 
industry may not be able to bear. 
An esteemed contributor to these 
columns has argued the case against 
self-sufficiency at any cost and advo
cates stopping this mad rush in 
favo-ir of a more rational approach. 
Let us grow the jute we can, the right 
quality at a reasonable cost, and im
port the balance from Pakistan. 

For political reasons this is no 
longer an open question. Given self-
sufficiency as the object, it is high 
time to realise that quantities do not 
count; the target has to be jute of a 
certain quality in the proportion in 
which it is required by the m i l l indus
try. This should put an immediate 
stop to encouragement of cultivation 
in areas where cost, if only because of 
the cost of transport, cannot be 

brought down. Naturally cost and 
quality can be neglected only at our 
own peril. W i t h o u t running water 
for retting a i d monsoon flooding of 
land, it is futile to expect cultivation 
of quality jute of which the mills 
need at least 20 lakh bales but of 
their total estimated requirements of 
70-80 lakhs. Half of this quantity 
is now grown in the Indian Union, 
the bulk of it in the lower Assam 
Valley, where production can be ex
panded considerably, provided the 
labour problem is solved. The peo 
ple of Assam wil l not take to jute 
cultivation nor would Assam allow 
immigration of Bengali labour which 
can grow the additional quantities 
needed for self sufficiency. This is 
a first-class political problem demand
ing immediate: solution. Instead of 
concentrating attention on tins and 
other vital points for improving the 
cultivation of quality jute, it is not fair 
to tempt the poor Biharis or Oriyas 
by high pressure propaganda to grow 
something which they cannot sell. 
The betrayal of trust involved is only 
a part of the story of the national 
waste of misdirected effort. 
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