
 

New food policies could take the bite out of
India's malnutrition
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A woman in a market in India sells fresh produce, the type of food economist
Prabhu Pingali says that country should subsidize to combat its malnutrition.
Credit: Tata-Cornell Institute

India has spent the last 50 years combating hunger by boosting its
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production of staple crops like wheat, rice and maize. The strategy has
worked – up to a point. 

Now India struggles with chronic malnutrition and child stunting, even
though it produces enough calories to keep hunger at bay. 

But new policies could diversify India's diet with more nutritious foods,
and not just feed India's people but also feed them well, says a team of
Cornell agricultural economists. The policies could help other Asian
countries too, they said. 

"Absence of hunger does not mean better nutrition," said Prabhu Pingali,
professor of applied economics and management and director of the
Tata-Cornell Institute for Agriculture and Nutrition (TCI). "Even in
countries where you've got an adequate amount of staple grains, you still
see high levels of malnutrition. And the reason is, people don't have
adequate access to micronutrient-rich crops: legumes, leafy green
vegetables, fruit and other vitamin-rich foods. The prices of nutrient-rich
foods continue to be very high." 

On July 25, Pingali will present his team's latest study in New Delhi at
India's agriculture policy think tank, the National Institute of
Agricultural Economics and Policy Research. Pingali's co-authors are
Bhaskar Mittra, associate director of TCI, and Andaleeb Rahman,
postdoctoral fellow at TCI. 

Their study offers several recommendations. 

Most important, governments must broaden their exclusive focus on
subsidizing staple grains. For example, India's current subsidies include
paying farmers a minimum price for their grain and selling it to poor
consumers at a low price. 
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Instead, Pingali said, "They need a policy that provides incentives for
farmers to respond to market signals and grow what the market
demands." That "crop-neutral" policy should include investments in
market infrastructure, credit facilities and the availability of inputs such
as fertilizers. 

For example, the government could channel resources into the
development of markets, from more paved roads and cold-storage
systems to cell phones and other telecommunications networks to more
effectively communicate market signals to farmers, the study noted. The
government could also introduce more nutritious foods, such as millet,
beans and lentils, into its subsidized distribution to the poor. 

The key will be to break the link between the powerful farmer lobby
(which benefits from the subsidies), the agencies that procure the grains,
and the populist lobby that supposedly speaks for poor consumers,
Pingali said. 

One way India could do that is by providing a cash incentive for people
to continue farming and grow what the market demands, rather than a
subsidy to grow staple grains. And rather than giving the very poor grain
outright or at low prices, it could provide them with cash to buy more
nutritious foods like legumes and vegetables. "That's what's happening in
large parts of Europe and even parts of the United States," Pingali said. 

Breaking the link between subsidized producers and subsidized
consumers has several complications, the team admits. For example, in
patriarchal areas, how could policies ensure women in a household have
access to the cash to buy food for the family – and keep other family
members from spending it on non-food items, like alcohol? Can a policy
ensure that during the transition producers grow enough of the diverse
foods to meet consumers' demand? 
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It will take work to tackle a food policy that has been slow to respond to
the country's nutritional needs, Pingali said. 

"But we need to first say, 'We have a problem,'" he said. "And then we
can talk about solutions." 

  More information: Prabhu Pingali et al. The bumpy road from food
to nutrition security – Slow evolution of India's food policy, Global Food
Security (2017). DOI: 10.1016/j.gfs.2017.05.002
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