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THE core issue in agriculture is low productivity, much below the recognised potential yield. The problem needs to be resolved by modernising farming through massive investment in the latest technologies. 

“Pouring in tractors in the farming sector alone is not going to help improve performance of the sector. There is a dire need to introduce latest technologies for efficient soil management, improved knowledge-based crop cultivation and harvesting, judicious use of depleting irrigation water resources, exact and timely weather predictions,” said Abdul Majeed Nizamani, president All Pakistan Abadgar Action Committee.

“More than 90 per cent crop cultivation is being done on conventional pattern, a single major cause of low crop yield. Only those farmers who have managed to import the latest technology, have been successful in increasing per acre yield,” he remarked. 

Nizamani complained that in spite of 23 per cent share of agriculture in GDP, a paltry sum of Rs18 billion had been allocated in the federal budget 2009-10 for this sector. Much more investment is required in this sector to increase per acre yield. 

During the last three decades, no new seed or innovative technology have been imported to raise farm productivity to meet the mounting food needs of the rising population, complained Akhund Ghulam Mohammad, general-secretary of Sindh Chamber of Agriculture (SCA).

Pakistan’s productivity level of different cash crops lags far behind those achieved by its neighbours, where farmers are using modern techniques in farming. India, Nepal and Bangladesh were investing much more in research and development than Pakistan for boosting agriculture output, he said.

Government officials claim that the government has been pursuing more proactive negotiations with foreign countries including China, Germany and France to boost cooperation in agriculture research and for import new farming technology. These countries have promised more funds and sharing modern farming technology and know-how with Pakistan. 

Sharmila Farooqui, advisor to Sindh chief minister, says the government is engaged in talks with China to import modern agricultural technology, which will help fight water-logging and salinity. China has also been asked to provide high-yield seeds including Bt cotton seed, Bt Maize and hybrid rice, which would soon be available in the country.

An official in the ministry of food told this scribe on phone that French ambassador to Pakistan, Daniel Jouanneau, has advised his country to extend full support for boosting the agriculture sector in Pakistan on modern lines. 

“Negotiations with Germany, France and China are under way for modern agriculture technology and know-how to augment per acre yield through precision farming,” the Minfa official said.

Another Minfa official said a Rs10.7 billion plan had been outlined to improve conventional farming practices through modernisation and mechanisation, aiming at increasing per acre yield of different crops, mainly wheat, rice and cotton. 

“The agriculture uplift scheme would provide the latest farm machinery to growers on 50-50 cost-sharing basis,” he said and elaborated, “this new plan would help improve agricultural inputs efficiency and conventional farming practices, accelerate agricultural mechanisation for better efficiencies of inputs, making crop production cost competitive for export in international market.” 

Under the scheme, a total of 84,516 implements would be distributed among the farmers (Punjab 50,225, Sindh 17,020, NWFP 995, Balochistan 2,206, FATA 2,829, FANA 2,951, AJK 7,590 and ICT 700). 

However, district-wise disbursement of quantity and type of implements would be worked out by the Provincial Steering Committee within the annual budgetary provisions available in the PC-I of the project, the source maintained.

Officials in the Federal Water Management Cell (FWMC) said that Rs100 million had been earmarked in the PSDP 2009-10 for the five-year project. While, funding for development projects have also been extended by Islamic Development Bank (Rs5.265 billion) and Minfa (Rs4.919 billion).

A major factor of the economic crisis is the stagnation in per acre yield of major crops. Agriculture experts believe that by realising yield potential of the medium and small-size farms, food shortage could be converted into food surplus.

The Task Force on Food Security (2009) had suggested improvement in the farm output by plugging the yield gap with emphasis on small farmers and livestock holders. For this, there a need to improve fair access of farmers to agricultural credit and other support services, fair price to the producers through improved terms of trade, making agriculture growth pro-poor by generating non-farm employment through setting up agro-based rural enterprises.

However, to encourage investment in farming, there is a pressing need to develop an incentive package. It will ensure food security and export competitiveness, remarked Abdul Majeed Nizamani. 

