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The Measure of Our Food Shortage 
Pravakar Sen 

AT last the Government seems 
reconciled to the fact of a food 

crisis. It is also seen making, ac
cording to its lights, honest efforts 
to meet the situation. In view of 
this, not much harm is likely to be 
done if certain disputed questions 
which have been persistently raised 
in this connection are now sought 
to be settled. The present article 
examines one of them: Are we 
really short of food, and if so, by-
how much? 

in economic terminology, "short
age" has a precise meaning 
and is measured by the excess 
of the quantity demanded in 
the market over the quantity sup
plied at a given price. It follows 
thai , under competitive conditions, 
the price or prices at which a short
age appears must be less than the 
equi l ibr ium price which equates 
market supply to the market de
. 

Shortage means shortage at a 
price; it has nothing to do wi th 
demand and supply understood in 
a physical sense independent of 
price. It is because of this that the 
enforcement of price-ceilings is al
ways associated w i th shortages. 
Also in order to determine the 
shortage of a commodity at a price, 
it is necessary to know the market 
demand and supply curves for i t . 
While the rising price of a com
modity, adequately corrected for in 
flationary pressure, is an index to 
its shortage, that shortage, w i l l auto
matically disappear if the price is 
allowed to rise freely. 

It is not necessary to argue that 
this conception of shortage is too 
barren to be of any practical use. 
Its uselessness would become evi
dent if we applied it in the case of 
our food supply. In the first place, 
we would not know. if we are or 
are not really short of food for the 
simple reason that it is not possible 
for us at present to determine the 
market demand and supply curves 
for all fodgrains produced in the 
country. Secondly, even if we were 
able somewhere to determine the 
extent of shortage, that would be 
in relation to a given pattern of 
prices and would not serve as a 
target to be, attained. In other 
words such a conception of short
age is not an operative concept. 

It follows that the notion of 
shortage w i th which practical eco
nomics is concerned is not one of 
economic shortage but that of " sta
tistical " or " conventional " short

age. By statistical or conventional 
shortage is meant the shortage of 
a commodity f rom a conventionally 
fixed norm of supply attained at a 
particular date. Since the deter
minat ion of the no rm is more or 
Jess arbitrary, the shortage thus de
duced is also more or less so. In 
calculating the statistical shortage 
of a commodity it is therefore of 
the utmost importance to clearly 
set out the bases of the conventional 
norm, so that it can be easily found 
out whether these are acceptable or 
not. 

The shortage of food in Ind ia has 
been inferred on the basis of a con
ventionally fixed norm of per capita 
availability of food at a particular 
date, usually 1939 The calculation 
is made w i th the help of a statis
tical indicator, namely, the daily-
average food basket for a standard 
consumption unit . 

In calculating the food basket 
particular care needs to be taken in 
reducing the total population of a 

given year to its equivalent con
sumption units. Apa r t f rom the 
coefficients for females and children, 
the age and sex distr ibution of the 
population must be carefully noted 
to make the indicator sensitive. 
Since statistics of the age and sex 
distr ibution of the populat ion in 
the census of 1941 were not avail
able un t i l recently—information is 
now available only on the basis of 
a 2 per cent sample—the calcula
t ion of the male adult equivalent 
had to be based on the age and sex 
distribution according to the 1931 
census. On the basis it was empi
rically found that the male adult 
equivalent of the population in a 
particular year was roughly 80 per 
cent of it and this rate of reduction 
was generally used in all official and 
non-official calculations. Recently 
M r . K. K. Sidhwa, M. P., has 
raised objections to this. On the 
basis of recently available data of 
age and sex distribution of the I n 
dian population in 1941, he claims 
that the rate of reduction in the 
forties can be shown to work out 
to a smaller figure. If this is cor
rect, the male adult equivalent of 
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the population w i l l be a smaller 
figure than hitherto assumed; a 
given supply of foodgrains w i l l go 
farther than before. This seems to 
he the secret of how M r . Siddhwa 
has been able to prove wi th the help 
of official statistics that there is no 
food shortage in the country. 

Now if this is M r . Siddhwa's con
tention, then he is wrong. For if 
the recently available statistics of 
age and sex distribution of popu
lation for 1941 prove anything, it 
is this that the rate of reduction 
of our population to its standard 
consumption units has increased 
over the figure so far employed in 
official calculations. In fact the 
rate of reduction works out, as a 
result of changes in the age and 
sex distribution of the population 
between 1931 and 1941, at 82.4 
per cent of the population for a 
particular year. This is evident 
from Table 1 

The geometrical average of the 
above rates of reduction is 8:2.4 per 
cent which is applicable to 'the 
whole of Indian Un ion . 

The food basket for a standard 
consumption unit has been calcu
lated below on the basis of the 
above rate of reduction. The net 
production from domestic sources 
of all cereals has been estimated 
after making deductions for differ
ent kinds of cereals at the follow
ing rates on account of seed and 
wastage: Rice. 6.7 per cent., Wheat 
15.6 per cent., jowar 12.4 per cent., 
bajra 12.9 per cent., maize 16.05 per 
cent, barley 22.7 per cent, ragi, 10.7 
per cent, small millets 22.5 per cent. 

I t is seen from Table II that 
I nd i an Union could in 1949-50 
supply an adult male only 13.5 oz. 
of cereals per day on the basis of 
her domestic output, that is, about 
15 per cent less than what un-

divided India could in 1939-40. This 
is the measure of our food shortage 
on the basis of an arbitrarily fixed 
norm of per capita availability be-
force the war. If this figure is not 
sufficiently high to justify the great 
alarm raised over our food shortage, 
it is not. its fault. It is indicative 
of a trend which is sufficiently 
alarming. And it is as revealers of 
trends that statistical indications are 
significant. 

Substitute for Cedarwood Oil 

Large quantities of saw-dust and 
shavings go waste all over the forests 
and sawmills', etc., engaged in the 
use of deodar wood. Experiments 
carried out at the Forest Research 
Institute, Dehra Dun , have shown 
that the saw-dust and shavings yield 
by steam distillation an effective-
substitute for cedarwood oil which 
is a valuable insectifuge and is also 
component of perfumes. 
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