FOOD LAW FALLOUT

Govt to raise grain stock reserve

Cabinet note being readied, on basis of study, to ensure against foodgrain
shortage; might require buffer of up to 50% more

SANJEEB MUKHERJEE
New Delhi, 17 December

o ward off any grain
Tshortage once all states
start implementing the
ambitious food security law, the
central government plans to
rincrease the buffer stocking and
strategic reserve limits of Food
Corporation of India (FCI) for
both wheat and rice.
According to a senior gov-
emment official, the Cabinet is
likely to take up a proposal on
the matter this week. The move
could push up the requirement
by at least 50 per cent from the
current norm. The previous
such exercise to alter the buffer
norm was in 2005. After that, an
(extra five million tonnes of
wheat and rice was added as
strategic reserve from 2009 on.
The official said the plan to
increase the buffer stocking and
strategic reserve requirement
was developed on the basis of a
study by the National Centre for
Agricultural Economics and
Policy Research (NCAP).
At present, government
foodgrain stocks are almost dou-
ble the requirement. The move
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ment’s recent position at the
World Trade Organization nego-
tiations at Bali, Indonesia. The
final outcome allowed India to
store as much grain as needed to
meet requirements under the
food law.

The NCAP has recommend-
ed that as of April 1each year, FCI
should have about 52 per cent
more grain in its warehouses
than the current requirement; on
July 1, it should be 67 per cent
more. Ason October1every year,
FCI should hold 43.51 million
tonnes of grain, against the cur-
rent requirement of 21.2 mt,
whichincludes a strategic reserve

of five mt. On January 1, ECI
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should have stocks of 33.21 mt,
which is 32.8 per cent more than
the existing requirement, the
study recommended.

“The norms have been
devised in view of the higher
requirement of foodgrain under
the new National Food Security
Act, to ring-fence against any
possible shortfall in output,”
Ramesh Chand, director of
NCAP, told Business Standard.

The proposed norms will be
more or less on the same lines,
said the official who was quoted
earlier. The government esti-
mates once all states start imple-
menting the NFSA in letter and

spirit over next vear, India will

have to mandatory distribute 62-
64 mt of foodgrain annually,
against the current 56-60 mt,
“The study has been con-
ducted based on a 20-year aver-
age fluctuation in foodgrain
procurement, distribution and
storage by FCI,” the official said.
He said the primary reason |
for raising the buffer stocking
and grain reserve norm was to
ensure against import.
However, some experts dif-
fer. “If we are saying that food-
grain allocation under the NFSA
is not going to increase substan-
tially over the current allot-
ments, whatis the need for rais-
ing the buffer norms?
Considering the problem of !
wastageand allegation of hoard-
ing, thisis not right. It will com-
pel farmers to produce low-val-
ue wheat and rice rather than
high-vaiue crops,” said Madan |
Sabnavis, chief economist of :
CARE Ratings. :
If the grain stock require-
ment is raised by 50 per cent, it
means higher procurementand
a possible reliance on import if
procurement drops, said Ashok
Gulati, chairman of the
Commission on Agricultural
Costs and Prices.




