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Seeds of hope 

Farmers should withdraw protest, and push for consultations in efforts to 
reform the sector. 

Highlights of the protest: 

1. Prime Minister has done the right thing by announcing the repeal of the 
three farm laws that are at the centre of a protracted confrontation 
between his government and a section of farmers for a year. 

2. The laws sought to reorganise India’s agriculture sector more in accordance 
with the principles of the market economy. They would have redesigned 
the country’s food procurement and distribution mechanisms, triggering 
fears that the producers and consumers would be adversely affected, to the 
benefit of big companies.  

3. Such fears were aggravated by the undemocratic manner in which these 
laws were brought about, through ordinances, and passed in Parliament 
without deliberations, or consultations with the States. 

4. The decision to repeal them is a triumph of democracy. In bowing to public 
demand, Mr Modi has shown flexibility and pragmatism. Farmers should 
not only withdraw the protest now but also show a more flexible approach 
regarding the path ahead to reform the sector. 

Pressure group power: 

1. Consultative decision making would always be more sustainable and easier 
to enforce. Further moves on agriculture sector reforms must draw from the 
experience of the making, and now the repeal, of the three farm laws.  

2. Their repeal does not invalidate the urgent case for reforms in the 
agriculture sector, in which incentive mechanisms are skewed, and 
environmental costs are unsustainable. Those will have to be pursued in a 
manner suitable to a federal democratic polity like India’s.  

 

The defeat of hubris, a confrontation on hold 

1. “Reforms” in agriculture, advocated by right-wing economists after 1991, 
were focused on dismantling the institutional support structures in Indian 
agriculture that were established after the 1960s.  

2. These support structures — in prices, subsidies, credit, marketing, research 
and extension — were instrumental in India’s achievement of food self-
sufficiency between the 1960s and the 1980s. 
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Demands for repealing APMCs: 

1. In agricultural 
marketing, the focus 
of attack was the 
mandis governed by 
the Agricultural 
Produce Market 
Committee (APMC) 
Acts passed by State 
Assemblies.  

2. It was argued that if 
India needs to 
diversify its cropping 
pattern into export-
oriented and high-
value crops, mandis 
need to give way to 
private markets, 
futures markets and 
contract farming.  

3. The APMC Acts 
discriminated against 
farmers by not 
allowing them to 
interact directly with 
the big corporate 
buyers and exporters.  

4. So, the APMC Acts 
must be amended so 
that any private 
market or rural 
collection centre can 
freely emerge 
anywhere without the 
approval of the local mandi or the payment of a mandi tax, and so that 
contract farming can be popularised.  

5. But repealing APMCs never brought investment like in Bihar which scrapped 
APMCs in 2006. 
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The Essential Commodities Act, 1955 

1. Similarly, the advocacy for the amendment to the Essential Commodities 
Act, 1955 rested on the view that private corporate investment can be 
incentivised into storage and warehousing if stock limits are relaxed for 
traders. 

2. The grievance redress mechanisms for contract farming also came up for 
criticism. The obliteration of the power of civil courts and their substitution 
with a weak mechanism led by the sub-divisional magistrate threatened 
to be a serious impediment to a just redress of complaints. It was feared 
that this may benefit corporate sponsors more than the contracting 
farmers. 

Problems associated with repealing farm laws: 

1. A formal and regulated market might fragment itself into an informal and 
unregulated market if the APMC Acts were weakened.  

2. Furthermore, two other problems were highlighted. One, mandi taxes were 
used to invest in rural infrastructure in States such as Punjab. If mandis 
are weakened, what would substitute for such investments?  

3. Two, even if private markets emerged, how would they address the 
structural problem of poor farm-gate aggregation of the produce of small 
and marginal farmers? Proponents of farm laws had no convincing 
answers. 

It pointed towards corporates 

1. Finally, the overall thrust of the farm laws appeared to encourage the 
participation of larger corporate players in agricultural markets rather than 
farmer-friendly organisations, such as cooperatives or Farmer Producer 
Companies (FPC).  

2. Especially in the case of the amendment of the Essential Commodities Act, 
there was reasonable suspicion that a handful of corporate players were to 
substantially benefit from investments in logistics, storage and 
warehousing. 
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The constitutional division of law-making: 

1. It was a long-held constitutional consensus in India that agricultural 
marketing was the legislative arena of State governments. Thus, in 2003, 
the Union government prepared a Model Act on agricultural marketing and 
sent it to States for passage in State Assemblies. This was followed by the 
preparation and circulation of two other Model Acts, in 2017 and 2018.  

2. Reception to these Model Acts was neither dismissive nor welcoming. Many 
States selected a few clauses, which they found attractive and suitable to 
their contexts, and accordingly amended their APMC Acts between 2003 
and 2020. Only one State — Bihar — used the occasion to completely annul 
its APMC Act in 2006. 

3. The consensus was broken in 2020 when the Union government took upon 
itself the task of legislating on agricultural marketing and passed the farm 
laws.  

4. Federal principles were violated as the Union government invoked Entry 33 
of the Concurrent List to intervene in matters in Entry 14, Entry 26 and 
Entry 27 of the State List.  

5. The farm laws even interfered with Entry 28 of the State List, which were 
not subject to Entry 33 of the Concurrent List. Thus, to begin with, the farm 
laws were reasonably and justifiably argued to be unconstitutional. 

 


