Crisis in agriculture


AGRICULTURE is in complete disarray at the moment. Officials tell us that the farmers’ fixation with the minimum support price for their crops and their resistance to moving towards a market economy and adopting modern farming practices is holding back our agricultural sector. Farmers claim that the soaring costs of farm inputs and energy, inefficient markets and short-sighted official policies have made farming largely unprofitable in recent years and are the primary cause of the deep mess in the food sector. Environmentalists say food production is declining because of increasing water shortages, climate change, deforestation, soil erosion and natural calamities. At stake is the nation’s food security as well as the livelihood of hundreds of thousands of people. The critical importance of agriculture — which contributes just under 24 per cent to the national GDP and employs over 45 per cent of the country’s total employed labour — cannot be overstated in a developing economy like Pakistan. It grows food for over 160 million people and raw materials for textiles, the country’s largest export-oriented industry. Besides, it provides a large market for domestic industrial goods and products.

Based on chemical fertilisers and pesticides, the so-called Green Revolution which began in the mid-1960s ushered Pakistan into a new era as it became a net food exporter from being a net importer. It also paved the way for the establishment of one of the world’s largest textile industries that accounts for over 60 per cent of the nation’s export revenues and employs more than 40 per cent of industrial labour. Four decades down the road, the Green Revolution is losing steam. Distorted markets and low use of new farming techniques and technology — whether due to poverty or resistance to change — are not helping either.

Any major downturn in agriculture could tip our fragile economy, pushing a large portion of the rural and urban population into abject poverty and starvation. The looming threat to our food security might not appear real to many at the moment. But the ballooning import bill to meet wheat and other food shortages and the rising prices that have already put food outside the reach of the poor point in that direction. In order to boost production and hold down food prices in the short run, the government needs to subsidise diammonium phosphate (DAP) as its use has dropped substantially due to a 300 per cent price hike in just one year. In the medium to long run, it has to help farmers in learning to make efficient use of expensive fertilisers and scarce water resources as well as encourage modern farm technology and promote organic farming for regeneration of tired soil.

