Eliminating middlemen from farm markets 
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ON June 28, the Sindh Assembly unanimously passed the ‘Sindh Wholesale Agricultural Produce Markets (Development and Regulation) Bill 2010’ into law, empowering the provincial government to weed out the middleman from commodity trading. 

The act, which came into force with immediate effect, is designed to eliminate the middleman’s role by encouraging the private sector to invest in the development of efficient and competitive agricultural marketing system across the province. 

Officials of the provincial agriculture department have been entrusted with the responsibility to get the act enforced at all markets of agricultural produce. They would ensure that all farm produce – intended to be purchased or sold on wholesale basis at a notified or a private market – is purchased by or sold to only dealers or wholesale traders by open auction. Any kind of trading of agricultural produce with the middlemen is not permissible under the act. 

‘Notified market’ stands for a wholesale market set up under the Act 1939, while ‘private market’ means a facility in the shape of a building or a block of building, an enclosure and such infrastructure or services as prescribed for the purposes of the wholesale purchase or sale of agricultural produce under this act. 

Muhammad Arif Khair, additional secretary of the provincial agriculture department, said although passage of the bill was a significant achievement, the real test of the government lay in its ability or will to get it enforced. 

Other officials in the agriculture department believe that the department alone will not be able to implement the law and will require strong support of other departments including provincial law and police departments for across-the-board enforcement of the law. 

A new market committee at the Karachi Wholesale Agricultural Produce Market (commonly known as new Sabzi Mandi) has been notified recently, which would comprise nine representatives of growers’ bodies, two representatives of consumers’ associations, and six members of traders’ bodies, said Ashfaq Ahmed Soomro, deputy secretary of the agriculture department. 

Later, the committee would be converted into a market company under Section 6 of the Agricultural Produce Markets Act 1939, which will be responsible to operate and manage the notified market without involving the middlemen, said Mr Soomro. 

He further said that the market company would be run by a board of seven directors of which three would be agriculturists, three nominated by the allottees of notified market, of which the market company would be the successor, and one director would be nominated by the government. Out of the three directors representing agriculturists, one each would be nominated by the Sindh Chamber of Agriculture, the Sindh Abadgar Board and the government respectively. 

Once the board of directors was formed, it would appoint a full-time chief executive and a chief financial officer of the market company in accordance with the provisions of the act, he added. 

Mr Soomro told this scribe that that all the existing 72 markets committees across the province would stand dissolved before the act was enforced and the newly-formed committees would be notified and gradually transformed into market companies. The entire process could take around three years, he added. 

The growers’ community lauded the passage of the bill because it would, they said, rid them of the middlemen and commission agents. 

But Akhund Ghulam Mohammad of Sindh Chamber of Agriculture remarked that the new law needed to be enforced in letter and spirit to get the desired results. 

On the other hand, leaders of the middlemen’s bodies strongly opposed the law, terming it impracticable. The middlemen believed that their role was so deeply-rooted in markets that their elimination was not possible. 

They say that if they are made to stop operating at the markets for a single day, the whole business activity may come to a halt. “We have invested billions of rupees in different trading activities and growers owe billions of rupees to the middlemen borrowed for sowing different crops. If we pull out our investment, the entire supply chain of the farm produce from farms to towns and cities and the end-consumers would be disrupted,” said Akthar Baloch, general secretary of the Middlemen/Commission Agents’ Association at the new Sabzi Mandi in Karachi. 

Actually, dysfunctional government-run market committees paved the way for middlemen to enter the markets facilitated by credits they offer to the growers, said the growers’ leaders. 

The dysfunctional market committees left the growers at the mercy of the middlemen, agreed Abdul Majeed Nizamani, president of the Sindh Abadgar Board. 

But, additional secretary Muhammad Arif Khairi said initiatives were being taken to overhaul the entire market system and put an end to the malfunctioning of market committees. 

“We have started reforming the market committees and will reconstitute the existing committees in which the growers and consumers bodies would have representation in handling of the markets’ affairs,” he said

