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Reimagining food systems with lessons from India 

 The first and historic United Nations 
Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) 2021 
which was held this year to find 
solutions and ‘catalyse momentum’ 
to transform the way the world 
produces, consumes, and thinks about 
food and help address rising hunger. 

 In terms of larger goals, the food 
system transformation is considered 
essential in achieving the sustainable 
development agenda 2030. This 
makes strong sense as 11 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) out of 17 
are directly related to the food 
system. 

Why the Food Systems Summit and what is the expectation from its outcome? 

1. Global food systems — the networks that are needed to produce and 
transform food, and ensure it reaches consumers or the paths that food 
travels from production to plate — are in a state of crisis in many countries 
affecting the poor and the vulnerable.  

2. The flaws in food systems affect us all, but most of all they are affecting 
811 million people in the world who go to bed hungry each night. 

3. The summit created a mechanism for serious debates involving UN member 
states, civil society, non-governmental organisations, academics, 
researchers, individuals, and the private sector. 

4. The debate and response focused on five identified action tracks namely: 
Ensure access to safe and nutritious food for all; Shift to sustainable 
consumption patterns; Boost nature-positive production; Advance equitable 
livelihoods, and Build resilience to vulnerabilities, shocks, and stress. 

Helping the developing world 

1. There are lessons from India’s tryst with food insecurity. Several themes 
that have emerged in the discussions and dialogues leading up to the 
summit find resonance with India’s past and ongoing journey towards 
creating and improving food and livelihood security.  
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2. The long journey from chronic food shortage to surplus food producer offers 
several interesting lessons for other developing countries in Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America in the area of land reforms, public investments, 
institutional infrastructure, new regulatory systems, public support, and 
intervention in Agri markets and prices and Agri research and extension. 

3. The period between 1991 to 2015, saw the diversification of agriculture 
beyond field crops and brought greater focus on the horticulture, dairy, 
animal husbandry, and fishery sectors.  

4. The learnings encompassed elements of nutritional health, food safety and 
standards, sustainability, deployment of space technology, and the like. 

5. Though still high, the proportion of the undernourished population declined 
from 21.6% during 2004-06 to 15.4% during 2018-20. 

Safety nets 

1. One of India's greatest contributions to equity in food is its National Food 
Security Act 2013 that anchors the Targeted Public Distribution System 
(TPDS), the Mid-Day meals (MDM), and the Integrated Child Development 
Services (ICDS). Today, India’s food safety nets collectively reach over a 
billion people. 

2. Food safety nets and inclusion are linked with public procurement and 
buffer stock policy. This was visible during the global food crises 2008-2012 
and more recently during the COVID-19 pandemic fallout, whereby 
vulnerable and marginalised families in India continued to be buffered 
against the food crisis by its robust TPDS and buffer stock of food grains. 

 

Challenges to India’s Nutritional Security: 

Environmental:  

1. Climate change and unsustainable use of land and water resources are the 
most formidable challenges food systems face today.  

Food to Nutrition  

2. It is ironic that despite being a net exporter and food surplus country at the 
aggregate level, India has a 50% higher prevalence of undernutrition 
compared to the world average.  

3. Dietary diversity, nutrition, and related health outcomes are other areas of 
concern as a focus on rice and wheat have created nutritional challenges of 
their own. 
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Food Wastage: 

4. Reducing food wastage or loss of food is a mammoth challenge and is linked 
to the efficiency of the food supply chain. Food wastage in India exceeds 
₹1-lakh crore. 

Food is Peace: 

1. It is important to reiterate that hunger and food insecurity are key drivers 
of conflict and instability across the world. ‘Food is peace’, is a catchphrase 
often used to highlight how hunger and conflict feed on each other.  

2. The Nobel Peace Prize 2020 conferred on the United Nations WFP 
highlighted the importance of addressing hunger to prevent conflicts and 
create stability. The citation communiqué articulated this well by quoting 
the line: “Until the day we have a medical vaccine, food is the best vaccine 
against chaos.” 

 

A leg-up for space 

Indian Space programme Success and Limitation of State control 

1. Although India started early in launching a space programme and built 
impressive capabilities against great odds over the decades, it remains a 
laggard in realising its full potential.  

2. At the heart of the problem is the fact that the programme remains a 
governmental enterprise. Meanwhile, the rest of the world has moved on 
letting the private sector run ever larger parts of the space programme. 
India was not an exception to state monopolies in the space sector in the 
20th century.  

3. The sophisticated nature of technologies involved, the military implications, 
and the international prestige associated with them meant that the state-
led the space sector around the world.  

4. In India, the developmental imperative added another justification for state 
control. But continuing with that framework in the 21st century is a losing 
proposition. 

Global commercial Space: 

1. As space technologies find a growing number of commercial uses, the size 
of the global space economy has grown rapidly. It is estimated to be around 
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$450 billion and is expected to grow to $1.4 trillion by the end of this 
decade. India has barely 2 per cent share of global space commerce today. 

2. The only way Delhi can boost India’s weight in the global economy is by 
ending the monopoly of the Department of Space.  

3. Although the NDA government did announce some reforms in encouraging 
private sector activity in 2020, the Department of Space and its agencies 
continue to exercise paternalistic control.  

4. India needs space legislation that will provide a sustainable framework for 
space commerce, even though critics say a space bill under consideration 
by the government does not go far enough. 

Need to open space sector: 

1. The longer Delhi takes to come up with a sensible regulatory framework, 
the harder it will be for India to catch up with the rapidly changing 
commercial dynamic in outer space. 

2. Consider, for example, telecommunication, an area that saw the early 
deployment of space technologies for commercial purposes. A number of 
western companies are planning to launch hundreds of low-earth satellites 
to provide broadband internet around the world.  

3. Beijing has plans for a Space Silk Road. New economic activities are 
emerging — from innovative uses of space-based earth observation to 
manufacturing specialised products in gravity-free environments, space 
tourism, and possible mining of the Moon and other celestial bodies.  

4. The expanding commercial use of outer space has been marked by the 
deeper involvement of private actors. The long-standing state monopoly on 
rocket launches has finally been broken by Elon Musk’s SpaceX company. 

The time is now apt for Delhi to mandate government space agencies to focus 
on basic research while allowing the private sector to take the lead in the full 
range of activities relating to the space business. 

 

Revealing India’s actual farmer population 

It may be closer to 40 million than the consensus range of 100-150 million. 
This has great implications for agricultural policy. 

Multiple data sets: 

1. The last Agriculture Census for 2015-16 placed the total “operational 
holdings” in India at 146.45 million.  
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2. The Pradhan Mantri-Kisan Samman Nidhi (PM-Kisan) scheme has 110.94 
million beneficiaries who got their Rs 2,000 income support instalment for 
April-July 2021.  

3. And now, we have the National Statistical Office’s Situation Assessment of 
Agricultural Households (SAAH) report for 2018-19. It pegs the country’s 
“agricultural households” at 93.09 million. In short, India officially has 
anywhere from 90 million-plus to almost 150 million farmers. 

4. This wide variation has largely to do with methodology. The Agriculture 
Census looks at any land used even partly for agricultural production and 
operated/managed by one person alone or with others. The land does not 
have to be owned by that person (“cultivator”), who needn’t also belong 
to an “agricultural household”.  

5. The SAAH report, on the other hand, considers only the operational holdings 
of agricultural households. Members of a household may farm different 
lands.  

6. While the Census treats each of them as separate holdings, the SAAH takes 
all these lands as a single production unit. It does not count multiple 
holdings if operated by individuals living together and sharing a common 
kitchen. 
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Agricultural households 

1. Accounting for only “agricultural households”, while not distinguishing 
multiple operating holdings within them, brings down India’s official 
farmer numbers to just over 93 million. But even this figure is an 
exaggeration, given the SAAH’s own rather expansive definition of 
“agricultural households”.  

2. The latter covers households having at least one member self-employed in 
agriculture and whose annual value of produce exceeds Rs 4,000. Such self-
employment needs to be for only 30 days or more during the survey 
reference period of six months (in this case, the two halves of the July 
2018-June 2019 agricultural year). 
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Agriculture Household Income Sources: 

1. The SAAH report gives data on agricultural household income from farm 
and non-farm sources, both state-wise and across different land-
possessed/operational holding size classes.  

2. Non-farm income includes that from wages/salary, business, leasing out of 
land and pension/remittances.  

3. For farm income, we have factored in net receipts from crop production as 
well as animal husbandry (dairying, poultry, goat/sheep rearing, piggery, 
beekeeping, aquaculture, sericulture, etc). 

4. We should categorise “full-time/regular” farmers as those households 
whose net receipts from farming are at least 50 per cent of their total 
income from all sources.  

5. India’s “serious” farmer population, in turn, adds up to 36.1 million, which 
is hardly 39 per cent of the SAAH estimate.  

6. If the actual number of farmers deriving a significant share of their income 
from agriculture per se is only 40 million — as against the official, also 
popular, consensus range of 100-150 million — a host of policy implications 
follow.  

Policy implications of this realization: 

1. To start with, one must recognise that farming is a specialised profession 
like any other. Not everyone can or needs to be a farmer. “Agriculture 
policy” should, then, target those who can and genuinely depend on 
farming as a means of livelihood. 

2. Minimum support prices, government procurement, agricultural market 
reforms, fertiliser and other input subsidies, Kisan Credit Card loans, crop 
insurance or export-import policy on farm commodities will matter mainly 
to “full-time/regular” farmers.  

3. Even PM-Kisan would be more effective if directed at these farmers, whose 
quantum of income support can be enhanced to encourage them to remain 
in or expand their agriculture business. 

4. Secondly, land size matters. The SAAH report reveals that the 50 per cent 
farm income dependence threshold is crossed at an all-India level only 
when the holding size exceeds one hectare or 2.5 acres. This is clearly the 
minimum land required for farming to be viable, which about 70 per cent 
of agricultural households in the country do not possess. 
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Reimagining agriculture beyond the farm 

1. It links up with the final point: What should be done for this 70 per cent, 
who are effectively labourers and not farmers? Their problems cannot be 
addressed through “agriculture policy”.  

2. A more sustainable solution lies in reimagining agriculture beyond the farm. 
Crops may be produced in fields, but not everyone needs to engage in 
cultivation. The scope for value-addition and employment can be more 
outside than on the farm — be it in aggregation, grading, packaging, 
transporting, processing, warehousing and retailing of produce or supply of 
inputs and services to farmers.  

3. All these activities legitimately fall within the realm of agriculture, even if 
outside the farm. Agriculture policy should aim not only at increasing farm 
incomes but also adding value to produce outside and closer to the farms. 

Quick insights:  

1. An Indian farmer earned ₹27 per day on average from cultivation in 2018-
19. This is less than what they would have earned doing MGNREGS work 
through the year. 

2. These numbers underline the magnitude of the viability crisis in Indian 
agriculture. 

3. India’s inability to shift a large part of its workforce from agriculture to non-
agricultural work, especially manufacturing, is considered one of the biggest 
failures of its economic policy.  

4. Agriculture is considered to be the employment of last resort in India. This 
became apparent during the lockdown last year when the share of 
agricultural employment increased for the first time in India  

5. SAS – it was conducted in the calendar year 2019 and collected data for the 
July 2018-June 2019 period – shows a unique contradiction in the Indian 
economy. Agriculture continues to be the largest employer. The corresponding 
Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) for 2018-19 put the share of agricultural 
employment at 42.5%. But the cultivation of crops – the activity considered 
synonymous with agriculture by most people – is no longer the largest source 
of income for the average Indian farmer or agricultural household (more on 
this later). 

6. Experts believe the declining share of cultivation in the overall income of 
farmers highlights the marginalisation of farming itself within the Indian 
economy. An MGNREGS worker can earn more than the average farmer in 
India. 
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Almost half of India’s rural households have insignificant stakes in agriculture 

SAS estimates that there are 93.1 million agricultural households in rural India. 
It also lists another 79.3 million non-agricultural households in rural India (SAS 
is a rural survey). An agricultural household is defined as one which produced 
field or horticultural crops, livestock, or other specified agricultural products 
worth more than ₹4,000 and had a member self-employed in agriculture in the 
365 days preceding the survey. 

 

Whither “progressive farmer”? 

1. The SAS report gives detailed accounts of receipts and expenses for 
agricultural households reporting crop production. This balance sheet, 
however, does not include investment spending, which is important for 
augmenting yields. 

2. Summary statistics present a dismal picture. Paid out expenses, as a share 
of receipts, rise as cultivation incomes increase with land size. This suggests 
diseconomies, rather than economic of scale in farming, as it is practised in 
India. 

 


