Suicides do not tell the tale
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The incidence of farmer suicides is actually not as high as the protesting decibels would suggest. In fact the incidence of suicides among farmers is far less than the general trend. The data put out by the …. Amply evidences this. Even the self-styled leader of India’s farmers, Sharad Joshi, seems to realize this for in his recent article, “Statistics may not tell the real tale” (Business Line, May 31, 2006), he suggests that the government is underplaying the issue of farmer suicides. Mr. Joshi, like many others, seems to forget the psychological truism that suicide is more a consequence of genetic traits than the environment. He seems swayed by the emotional appeal of the situation and has forgotten that it is better to rely on statistics than on partisan sentiment. 

The National Mental Health Association of the USA states that “No matter the race or age of the person; how rich or poor they are, it is true that most people who commit suicide have a mental or emotional disorder”. There is a suicide baseline which exists in good times or bad – suicide is not a matter of economics. This is well supported by the data released by World Health Organisation in 2004: while the suicide rate in India, an agrarian economy, was 10.7 per 100,000; that of industrialized, rich countries were generally higher– Finland was 22.5, USA- 10.7, UK-7.5, Germany - 13.5 and Australia - 12.5. Even inspecting the profiles of suicide victims by profession, one finds that farmers account for 15.3% for them, while those in the secure service industry (including the Government and Public Sector Undertakings) form 9.8% of the cases
! Suicide-rates indicate that the poorer states such as Bihar have a suicide rate of 1.85 and Uttar Pradesh 3.02. these are much lesser than the richer states of Gujarat (9.62) and West Bengal (18.45)
. One indeed should not see a correlation between suicide rates and incomes, and if any at all, have nothing whatsoever to do with the farm or non farm sectors; it is more to do with how people respond and succumb to a social or economic adversity. 

Quoting Mr. Joshi himself (Malady of Yavatmal-Cotton turns a killer, Business line, August 4, 2004), “The farmers were driven to suicide, first in trickles and then in waves, as suicide became a thinkable proposition”. This suggestion of a mass mentality only proves the psychological basis of suicide, which needn’t necessarily be linked with a worsening living condition.

We cannot deny the grim reality of the countryside, but our politicians tend to overplay the emotional quotient of economic adversity. This comes through as a gimmick for winning votes. In no respect can suicides be used as an index for the lagging economic performance. In same regions of Andhra Pradesh and Vidharba where suicides are reported, there exist farmers who are in the same or worse situations than the farmers who took their lives. All do not resort to suicide. The actual issue is not the suicide of the farmers; instead, it is the economic plight of the farmers who have been affected by crop failure and drought. 

The problem thus should be analysed using a more holistic approach, keeping in mind a larger perspective: the agricultural sector as a whole is facing major problems. We are witness to falling share of agriculture in the country’s GNP (which fell from 35% of GDP in 1990 to 23% of GDP in 2004-05)
 , increasing burden on land (267 people per square km in 1991 to 324 people in 2001)
, and also the “low productivity, low purchasing power, poor infrastructure, a gross inequality of state conferred benefits and a perceptible withdrawal of the state from the agricultural sector”
. Considering the fact that agriculture is still the mainstay of the Indian economy, employing around 60% of the total workforce; this on the whole does not bode well for the country. 

The main proportion of the government’s outlay on agriculture goes towards subsidies which contribute very little to growth today. They benefit the rich farmers the most, while the marginal ones are living on the fringe.
  These need to be done away with to arrive at a long term solution. There is also need to promote watershed management and massively increase the acreage under irrigation - presently; only about 30% of total agricultural land is irrigated!
 This would reduce their susceptibility to drought and avoid crises.

A move towards the free market and an end to the government’s attempt to jawbone producer prices is required. The instance of the import of Australian wheat at higher prices, only to keep domestic prices low, is proof of this interference.  While a kilogram of wheat retails for Rs.13 in India, the same does for Rs.30 in the USA, Rs. 19 in Egypt, Rs. 20 in Malaysia and Rs. 34 in Thailand
. Low prices of agricultural produce ensure that the farmer’s profit margin is reduced. Unless agriculture is made a more profitable business, indebtedness of the farmer shall not ebb.

It must also be noted that as per the tenth plan outlay of the Planning Commission, Andhra Pradesh gets only 6% of the total assistance to agriculture. This is despite the fact that it has around 9% of the cultivable area of the country. Other such weaknesses in the system too must be done away with. How many of us know that Maharashtra has around 12% of the total cultivable area of the country and gets only around 8% of the loans disbursed by the banks? 

Apart from looking at the problem on a macro-economic level, Mr. Joshi should also reconsider his stand on the consistency of the statistics i.e., the feasibility of 60% of the population engaged in agriculture to have only 16% of the total suicides committed in the entire country. Just because the data does not support his argument, he can not believe it to be wrong. The reason for his disagreement with it, as asserted by him, is the inefficiency of the rural police in recording data. But even if the under reporting is real, the most plausible reason for this would be the hype created around the topic – which makes it a “hush hush” affair. 

To reiterate, suicide is a matter of psychology, and not of economics – no matter how tempting that may be to exaggerate an issue. That there is a crisis looming over the agricultural sector is denied by none. But instead of playing on emotions, we must rely on facts. The true indicators of the economic conditions are objective measures such as the sectoral share in GDP, availability of cheap credit, increase in area under irrigation etc. and not the farmer suicides. It is unethical to use this as an economic index. Mr. Joshi should know better.
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