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Our Food Policy 
P C Bansil 

A P E E P into our food history 
during the last twenty-live 

years wi l l convince any impartial 
student that this ' problem No 1 ' 
of India never received the atten
tion it deserved. In the words of 
the Royal Commission, 1928, " t h e 
country had no food policy nor any 
necessity was felt for the same ". 
Dr L C Jain commenting on it said 
in 1943 that " she had none ten 
years later ". There was no change 
even after independence when the 
Food Grains Procurement Com
mittee gave their verdict that " a 
logical consistent policy has not 
been defined and has not been en
forced ". The Committee was so 
much disgusted that it d id not feel 
it necessary " to consider and re
commend a food policy for the 
count ry" . This simply shows that 
the conclusions arrived at by the 
Government being wrong, every-day 
phenomena could not be? explained 
on their basis, thus making con
fusion worse confounded. No pro
per policy could hence be formulat
ed t i l l recently. A l l this has been 
due, I make bold to say, to the 
fallacious assumption made by the 
authorities -that the country was 
suffering from a food shortage. 

Our food policy has thus veered 
round control vs decontrol and 
that too on this wrong assumption. 
Food control has been hotly dis
cussed, accepted or rejected right 
from its introduction in 1943. The 
controversy, however, became bitter 
with the appearance of Shri K idwa i 
on the scene early last year. We 
ate being frightened by the up
holders of control by the sped re of 
the 1947 experiment. We are be
ing branded as " those that, having 
eyes, refrain from seeing". Suc
cessive reduction in imports every 
year is said to be at the cost of the 
poor who cannot afford to pay the 
supposed enhanced prices. The re
cent announcement of the Food 
Minister that " godowns all over 
the country are chokeful of 
w h e a t ' " , of the Agriculture Minis
ter that " the country had defi
nitely turned the corner" on the 
food front and the permission for 
flour mills to export wheat Hour to 
recapture their lost markets, are 
not sufficient to allay the fears of 
the opponents. Only a convincing 
reply to this sort of vehement cr i 
t i c i s m — mostly imaginary and false 
—can establish our locus standi. It 

is in the light of these comments 
that our food policy is to be dis
cussed. 

The basic principle underlying 
controls is the fair and equitable 
distribution of a commodity that 
has run short of normal require
ments. Controls are also justified 
when conditions in the country are 
such as to hamper the flow of goods 
in the normal channels of trade, 
like abnormal conditions treated 
by a war. Controls would thus 
have no significance under the nor
mal circumstances, when the com
modity in question is not scarce. 
Even the flimsy contention of the 
Planning Commission that controls 
are a special feature of a planned 
economy does not hold water when 
we study the history of other coun
tries who are the pioneers in plan
ning. Soviet Russia, for example, 
had to introduce food controls for 
a short period to organise distribu
tion, but did away with all of them 
in 1935, while in the thick of plan
ning. The authorities there could 
well realise that economic incentives 
are still superior to exhortations as 
spurs to production. 

Removal of controls which el imi
nate the incentive to produce food, 
was considered necessary for redres
sing the damage done to the eco
nomy under controls. Australia and 
Argentina have been ' red signals' 
to agricultural countries trying to 
plan agriculture with a faulty agri
cultural price policy. Those who 
profess to have eyes and claim not 
to refrain from seeing, seem, how
ever, to be oblivious to the lessons 
taught by history. 

Although India is said to be suf
fering form a food shortage ever 
since 1930, and the war broke out 
in September 1939, yet food con
trols were not introduced t i l l late 
1943. And that too because of the 
trenchant criticism against the Gov
ernment after the Bengal famine. 
This famine, like so many others 
in the history of India, was not due 
to the shortage of food, but as con
cluded by the Food Chains Policy 
Committee, 1948, " the food posi
tion worsened after the fall of 
Burma due to the serious shortage 
of transport, unset dement and alarm 
over large areas." Even the ver
dict of the Famine Inquiry Com
mission on Bengal goes to support 
the view that there were sufficient 
stocks in Bengal itself to feed 1.5 
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mill ion that fell a prey to the man-
made catastrophe. This biggest 
calamity, in the words of the d u n -
mission itself, was the result of 
' food republics ' that had been 
Mealed throughout the length and 
breadth of the country. The posi
tion was further made clear by Sir 
Jwala Prasad Srivastava in his 
opening address to the Fourth Food 
Conference when he said " Is it 
right that the Punjab should have 
all that stuff lying hoarded when 
the rest of India badly needed it? 
There are really to my mind, two 
real parties to this drama; this food 
debacle if 1 may so call it. They 
are the Punjab and bengal. If 
these two parties could be brought 
together, the rest of the problem 
would be easy ", 

Again, the country was in the 
grip of the inflationary spiral, which 
was taking a formidable shape. 
The wholesale price index of rice 
and wheat had risen from III and 
117 respectively in September. 1939 
(August 19, 1939 = 100) to 780 
and 323 in May, 1943, the index 
for rice shooting up to 951 in June, 
1943. W i t h these galloping infla-
tionary tendencies and transport 
system totally paralysed, the then 
Government was forced to intro
duce rationing in big cities, more 
with the idea of prosecuting the 
war successfully than that of 
" equal shares for all ". Food con
trols were thus saddled on unwi l l 
ing people, not only in the teeth 
of opposition from popular opinion, 
but also without the co-operation of 
the major State Governments like 
the Punjab and UP. We would 
accordingly be justified in conclud
ing that these controls were intro
duced in India, not because of any 
leal or even imaginary food short
age, but as a result of the abnor
mal conditions prevailing in 1943. 

The war was over in 1945, but 
because of the ever-rising infla
tionary spiral and the war -shatter
ed economy, conditions did not come 
to a normal. Meanwhile came the 
partition in 1947 giving the severest 
blow to the Indian agrarian eco
nomy. The large-scale massacre of 
people on the two sides of the bor
der and the movement of refugees, 
created conditions unparalleled in 
the history of migration. The. posi
tion instead of improving had, on 
the other hand, worsened and even 
home production had gone much 



down in that year as vast stretches 
of land were lying uncultivated 
throughout the length and breadth 
of the country due to the unsettled 
conditions- The position of food 
stocks in the country—6 lakh tons, 
the opening stock for 1948 w i t h 
the States of the Central Govern
ment was the worst in the history 
of rationing. Open market prices 
were double of the rationed prices. 
Decontrol then was accordingly not 
the result of any well-laid policy or 
even a proper analysis of the eco
nomic conditions in the country, but 
as stated by an expert, 

" the closing weeks of the year 
saw the retreat from rationing as 
a matter of defeat as the author
ities could not maintain the basic 
cereal ration of even 10 ozs. 
The expensiveness of imports and 
the burden of food subsidies were 
pressing upon central finance like 
the Old Man of the Sea". 
It would be seen from the brief 

review given above that food con
trols in India were introduced and 
continued not because of any short
age, but because of the unusual 
conditions then prevalent. A n d i m 
ports were there to fill the gap be
tween rationing commitments and 
procurement. Imports were bound 
to look up every year when, as 
stated by Pandit Thakurdas Bhar-
gava in his note to the Grow More 
Food Enquiry Committee, 

" it was much easier for the Gov
ernments of the States to ask the 
Central Government to satisfy 
their supposed wants by imports 
rather than to incur the dis
pleasure and getting the odium 
of procuring more and more from 
the subjects of the States." 
The price that the nation has 

been required to pay for it has been 
something like Rs 906 crores upto 
the end of the last year. It was a 
waste in the sense that the Gov
ernment could not diagnose the 
disease correctly and could not en
force their policies w i t h vigour. 
The conditions created were such 
that it seemed to the man-in-the-
street that the country was living 
from 'ship to mou th ' . But the 
future historians w i l l never exone
rate the authorities for their admi
nistrative weakness for which the 
nation had to pay a heavy price. 
Lame controls upto 1943, hap
hazard and lifeless procurement 
policy afterwards is something of 
which the Government stands 
guilty. Even those who were em
phatic that there was a ' food short
age ' did not doubt that ' the 

essence of food policy in the short 
period is procurement '. This in 
other words meant that imports 
could be eliminated to the extent 
procurement could be increased. 

The question that arises is how 
long we can go on wasting out 
foreign exchange, so very precious 
and so badly needed for the deve
lopment of the country. Agreed, 
the price index is much beyond the 
pockets of an average man. But 
we have got to swallow the bitter 
p i l l and to accept it that the pre
sent level of food prices is going to 
stand and is certainly not coming 
down. Government spokesmen are 
also talking in terms of not reduc
ing the price level, but stabilizing 
it. When we compare the present-
day conditions wi th those of 1947, 
the Indian economy ' displays a 
substantial degree of stabili ty ' . 
This is the view held by the Central 
Board of Directors of the Reserve 
Bank in their 19th Annual Report 
recently published. The home 
production has gone up by 
5 to 6 mi l l ion tons over the last 
year. Government stocks are plenti
ful and the Food Minister has pro
mised to supply any quantity of food 
to the Slate Governments for the 
asking. Wi th the retreat from cheap 
money long back, the cease fire in 
Korea and peace talks with Paki
stan, the political situation also 
seems to have improved. Where 
then lie the fears of people opposed 
to this policy? H o w can 1947 re
peat itself in 1953, when the world 
as a whole has changed? The 
phoenix of 1947 decontrol cannot 
rise out of its ashes. It is dead and 
gone. 

The only other criticism against 
the present food policy is that re
duction in imports is not due to 
increased d o m e s t i c availability 
but to the incapacity of the masses 
who cannot purchase adequate 
quantities of foodgrains at current 
high prices. Firstly, it is beyond 
comprehension how further imports 
at exorbitant rates can provide any 
relief to the poor. Secondly, it is 
not understandable how the pur
chasing power of the people could 
have diminished all of a sudden or 
how w i l l it be increased if controls 
are reimposed. Foodgrains a r e 
available at the rates prevalent un
der rationing—rather cheaper in 
some cases at fair price shops work
ing in the affected area. Ours is 
not a fu l l , but a partial decontrol 
policy. The wholesale price index 
of food articles has always lagged 
behind that of industrial raw mate

rials or even the general index, thus-
causing unnecessary embarrassment 
to the producer. Food prices after 
decontrol in certain States like the 
Punjab and the UP have certainly 
fallen down and market reviews 
show a downward trend in case of 
cereals and pulses; rather strange 
in this lean part of the year. The 
increase in the Al l - Ind ia price i n 
dex for cereals has been less as. 
compared to the industrial raw 
materials or the general index. 

Cereal index of wholesale prices 
for June 1952 just on the eve of 
decontrol was 445 as against 430.3 
for industrial raw materials and 
374.8 for all commodities. The 
corresponding figures for August, 
1953, are cereals 480; industrial raw 
materials 488.7 and all commodi
ties 4104, which, in other words, 
mean a percentage increase of 7.8 
in the case of cereals, 13.4 for in
dustrial raw materials and 9.6 for 
all commodities. The index for 
food articles in general for the same 
period, however, shot up by 57 
points or 16.3 per cent from 349.6 
to 407. The rise in cereal prices is 
thus less than half of food articles 
in general. 

Having thus established our bona 
fide, we are now in a position to 
review the working of decontrol 
during the last one year and see 
for ourselves how the various phe
nomena fit into the conclusions so 
far arrived at. The partial decon
trol policy was launched in India 
in June, 1952, and starting from 
Madras has now been extended to 
a major portion of the country— 
both deficit and surplus. " The 
salient features of these relaxations 
are: reduction in statutory ration
ing commitments, restoration of 
free trade wi th in the States, suspen
sion or modification of procure
ment, liberalisation of austerity 
measures and removal of restric
tions on the manufacture and the 
inter-State movement of ' fines ' 
(suji, rawa and flour)." The im
mediate step taken in each case has 
been the removal of restrictions on 
intra-State movement of foodgrains 
and conversion of ration shops into 
fair price shops, wi th guaranteed 
issue of rations at the pre-decontrol 
rates and in the same scale. A l 
though the area under statutory 
rationing has thus been reduced 
appreciably from 46 mil l ion at the 
end of May, 1952, to 25.7 mi l l ion 
at the end of June, 1953, yet the  
Government never shirked from the-
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