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governance; need to go beyond economic and social difference and about envir-
onmental conservation; and finally, the ideas on redistribution, representation and 
empowerment.

In conclusion, the book can be viewed as an exceptional outcome of the inter-
disciplinary work undertaken by the author. It cuts across a number of areas which 
are of growing policy relevance, such as inclusion of women, sustainability of 
natural forests, local institutions, rural energy, etc. The language of the book is 
simple and the facts are easy to understand even for a general reader. The author 
has been distinctively able to maintain the smooth flow of the book. Although 
some repetitions of the same facts can be seen in several places of the book, it has 
not affected the quality of the book, and in some instances, the repetitive facts can 
be seen as a requirement to support the points raised. One of the exclusive features 
is that the author has used quotes of women and villages in a great way to paint a 
real picture for the readers, and the approach has significantly helped the reader to 
better comprehend the context. The book is principally based on the Indian and 
Nepal contexts. However, it provokes thoughts on the specific aspects of gender 
and forest governance, and provides constructive insights in terms of concepts, 
methodologies and practical aspects, for future research in other contexts as well. 
In conclusion, the book will be of enormous reference for a range of users includ-
ing policy-makers, researchers in the fields of environment, political economy, 
energy, social sciences, etc., as well as civil society groups and students.

Kanchana Wickramasinghe
Research Officer
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The State of India’s Livelihoods Report 2010 or SOIL, 2010, is an attempt to look 
at the various challenges that exist to a sustainable generation of livelihoods in 
India. The work focuses on various aspects of rural livelihoods including the new 
challenges that are shrinking livelihoods opportunities and social security safety 
nets that can protect the living standards of the rural population. Issues like climate 
change, agricultural financing and marketing, employment diversification and 
most importantly the agrarian crisis is discussed with regard to rural livelihoods.

Interestingly, the report on livelihoods does not delve into issues of livelihood 
in the urban areas. Given the large scale of migration that is occurring into urban 
areas in recent years, often forced shift of occupations due to the distress in the 
rural economy, policy-making needs to pay greater attention to urban employ-
ment opportunities and work and living conditions, for a more comprehensive 
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livelihoods strategy. Notwithstanding that, the book holds several lessons for 
policy-makers on how to create sustainable livelihoods policy in rural India.

As correctly identified by the introductory article of the report by Datta and 
Sharma, the heart of the problem of livelihoods in the rural areas is the agrarian 
crisis that has precipitated in the country over the last one and a half decades. 
Looking at the agrarian crisis, one can find a link between the neoliberal economic 
reforms initiated in the Indian economy in 1991, which marked a structural break 
in the policy regime for the country. The agricultural sector was influenced and 
often adversely affected by the liberalization policies in multiple ways. The 
signing of the WTO Agreement in 1995 marked a major structural break in the 
regime for Indian agriculture. The thrust of the new regime was to usher in an 
export-orientation in Indian agriculture so that the Indian farmer could take 
advantage of higher prices in export markets. It was envisaged that any consequent 
shift from food crops to commercial crops can be accounted for higher food im-
ports that can satisfy domestic food requirements.

Thus, a major component of the new situation that Indian farmers were faced 
with was liberalization of trade in agricultural commodities. The reduction of 
tariffs effectively exposed the farmers to global competition. Volatile and often 
declining world market prices for several commodities have since created new 
challenges for the sustainability of cultivation in the agricultural sector. On the 
other hand, the deregulation of input markets often raised the costs of cultivation, 
which led to farm incomes getting squeezed between rising costs and declining 
prices. Further, the neoliberal doctrine also prescribed the withdrawal of the gov-
ernment from the economy, amounting to reduction in agricultural research and 
public extension services. Indebtedness has emerged as a major problem for 
farmers in the country in the reforms period due to the unsustainable economic 
conditions of farming. With financial sector reforms, there has been a steady with-
drawal of institutional credit from rural areas and the farm sector and often the 
high levels of debts incurred by the farmers were to non-institutional sources like 
private moneylenders.

The reforms period in India, especially after 1995, witnessed a prolonged agri-
cultural stagnation, with growth rates between 2 and 3 per cent, even as other 
sectors in the economy grew at much higher rates. The drastic structural changes 
in the agricultural production chains with regard to inputs and credit led to a deep 
agrarian crisis, which is tragically manifested in the large number of farmer sui-
cides that have occurred in the country since the second half of the 1990s. 
According to the National Crime Records Bureau data, 216,500 farmers have 
committed suicide between 1997 and 2009 (Nagaraj, 2008; Sainath, 2010). The 
farmer suicides have been mainly concentrated among cash crop growers in 
Punjab, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Kerala. Over time, the 
phenomenon has become more prominent in states like Chhattisgarh. It needs to 
be recognized that the agrarian crisis is even more deeply entrenched in the coun-
try and the tragic occurrence of farm suicides are only the extreme manifestation 
of debt-driven vulnerability.
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Various aspects of the rural distress discussed earlier like inadequate prices for 
agricultural produce, the growing dominance of private moneylenders and falling 
food availability in the country have been pointed out by the authors. What prob-
ably does not receive enough emphasis from the authors is the larger setting of the 
government’s withdrawal from the agricultural sector, within which all of the 
above happens. The downsizing of public procurement of crops and the activities 
of several crop marketing cooperatives have left a void where it is more difficult 
to manage the unanticipated fluctuation of agricultural commodity prices. Simi-
larly, the gradual recession of the commercial banking sector from lending to the 
agricultural sectors, particularly to small and marginal farmers, has led to the latter 
depending on non-institutional sources for credit at exorbitant interest rates.

The issue of poor generation of non-farm opportunities is aptly brought to the 
fore by the chapter by Papola. The continuing over-dependence of both the male 
and female workforce on agriculture over the years has been a long phenomenon 
in the Indian development experience. This has emerged as an even more stringent 
constraint to generating adequate employment and livelihood generation in the 
recent years when the agricultural sector itself has experienced stagnation. Both 
the chapter by Papola and the one by Roul point out the importance of the biggest 
social security programme launched in India a few years back, the Mahatma 
Gandhi National Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA).

The MGNREGA is a unique programme not only for the fact that it gives a 
legal guarantee of employment of 100 days employment to all citizens willing to 
make themselves available for work but also because the design of the works that 
are undertaken under the programme essentially contribute to rural asset building 
of various kinds. The works regarding the development of watershed, irrigation, 
roads or storage facilities directly increases off-farm employment opportunities 
but also has the potential to significantly raise the productivity within the agri-
cultural sector and expend the capacity of the sector to absorb rural labour. It is 
now the challenge for this programme to adopt more innovative work programmes, 
which can augment livelihood generation in the rural areas. These possibilities 
have been pointed out by this report in the most relevant manner.

In the area of financing agriculture, there has been a veritable withdrawal of 
institutional credit sources, particularly commercial banks from rural areas. As a 
result of the financial reforms recommended by the Narasimhan Committee in 
1991, there was a decline in the priority sector lending by banks, which consistently 
fell short of the target of 40 per cent till 1996. The share of the priority sector 
lending started increasing after 1996 but that was mainly due to the redefinition 
of the norms and inclusion of new areas under the priority sector. The inclusion 
of investments in new infrastructure funds and special bonds of State Financial 
Corporations and credit advances to the food processing industry under the new 
definition meant that even large volume loans of more than `10 million disbursed 
to multinational companies qualified as priority sector lending. As a result, the 
lending to agriculture by the banks kept on declining even after the mid-1990s 
(Chandrasekhar, 2004; Chavan, 2010; Ramachandran & Swaminathan, 2005).
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The chapter of financing agriculture by Mohanty, while taking note of new 
developments in recent times like Kisan Credit Cards and the doubling of agri-
cultural credit in the three years after 2004–2005 does not take into account this 
more fundamental structural change in the disbursal of agricultural credit. The 
structural change in rural banking continues to leave small and marginal farmers 
with small credit requirements at the mercy of the private moneylenders. The 
agricultural debt relief measure is also criticized by the report for it being only a 
short-term panacea to the problems of rural distress. Though the debt-relief meas-
ures were indeed an immediate relief, one must not forget the circumstances of 
mass suicides of farmers under which the government was forced to undertake the 
measure. The report, however, has rightly pointed out that the banking system in 
general has not responded suitably to the changing needs of the agricultural sector 
over time.

An appreciable aspect of the report is that it highlights some alternative sys-
tems of agriculture. Successful examples of organic farming from 60 villages in 
Jhunjhunu, Rajasthan, using much lower levels of pesticides show that organic 
farming is possible on a viable basis. The usual scepticism that makes it difficult 
for farmers to shift from conventional input-intensive agriculture is always not 
well-founded. The low-cost drip irrigation technology or micro-irrigation, an 
innovation by the International Development Enterprise (IDE), has also become 
popular among farmers in India. Currently, around 250,000 farmers have adopted 
this technology in India, essentially as it brings down irrigation costs to a third of 
what is incurred for conventional irrigation.

System of Rice Intensification (SRI) is another useful innovation that has been 
adopted by farmers, especially in Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh. The low use 
of water in the SRI cultivation is an effective method of rice cultivation and an 
example of informal farmer-led innovation that can tackle the emerging chal-
lenges of water scarcity. In the context of climate change and its impact on agri-
culture, which has been discussed in the chapter by Nagar and Bhatia, some of 
these innovations are useful examples as to how the new and emerging challenges 
in the agricultural sector can be taken care of. The usual challenge which is faced 
regarding micro- and small solutions in the farm sector is how to scale them up to 
a larger dimension. This question needs to be addressed by policy-makers and 
different entities involved in agricultural development.

The report comprehensively discusses the different aspects of livelihood sus-
tenance in rural areas, though mainly focusing on agriculture. The insights into 
the several constraints that Indian farmers are presently facing and the plausible 
solutions that can ease these constraints form an important contribution both for 
the academia and for policy-makers in the country. Importantly, the work under-
scores the necessity of new and innovative thinking for sustainable livelihood 
generation in the agriculture sector, which supports the majority of the workforce 
in the country.

Arindam Banerjee
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