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Food Policy Sell Out 
THE official version of what transpired at Wednesday's Conference of 

Chief Ministers in New Delhi is yet to come as we go to press, but enough 
is known about the content of the "unanimous decisions" of the Conference 
to make it clear that it is the politicians from the States who have laid down 
the food policy—rather, who have laid down that there wil l be no food 
policy. On every important aspect—procurement, movement and distribu
tion—Subramaniam meekly surrendered the initiative. 

It appears ironical in retrospect that only on Tuesday had the Govern
ment moved in the Lok Sabha the long-awaited b i l l to set up the Rs 100-
crore Food Corporation of India with the most ambitious objectives in the 
purchase, storage, movement and distribution of foodgrains. And Subra-
maniam himself had just gone on record to the effect that the food situation 
in India warranted the enforcement of rationing for many years to come. 
That was the opinion also of the Jha Committee appointed by him some 
time ago. Taking the view that the problem of food prices would persist, 
the Committee had recommended the introduction of statutory rationing in 
all cities with populations of more than a million. 

Last month the Government announced its decision to fix producers' 
and consumers' prices for the major cereals, beginning with rice. These 
prices, as was to be expected, were fixed at levels well below those which 
would prevail under free market conditions. It followed that if they were 
to be enforced physical regulation of consumption through rationing was 
the sine qua non. But now the Chief Ministers have rejected statutory 
rationing; individual State Governments may experiment at their pleasure 
with what is euphemistically called "informal'' rationing which, one pre
sumes, wi l l involve no commitments and wi l l co-exist with a free market. 
It requires no great prescience to point out that this system cannot but 
break down under the first stresses of a shortage. If, however, the assump
tion is that supplies wil l be enough to provide the rationed quantities as 
well as to keep the free market going at the fixed prices, then, surely, ail 
these elaborate arrangements are redundant in the first place? 

It has been stressed repeatedly in these columns that the only answer 
to the food crisis, which has persisted for almost two years, is a national 
food policy with the power to take the basic decisions on procurement, 
distribution and control of consumption concentrated in the hands of the 
Central Government. The State Chief Ministers have rejected the very 
principle of this. Those, and the Food Minister was one of them, who had 
pressed for the abolition of the nine wheat zones in the interests of equit
able distribution of available supplies are now confronted with the prospect 
of every State being made a rice "zone". Even the Centre is forbidden 
from making purchases in the States so that, to meet its commitment to 
provide the requirements of the deficit States, it would be thrown on the 
tender mercies of the surplus States, apart from imports. True, these States 
have voluntarily undertaken to supply certain quantities of rice to the 
Centre, but how seriously they take such commitments was amply demon
strated towards the end of last month when the food crisis was brewing in 
Kerala and frantic appeals went out from the Kerala administration to the 
Andhra and Madras Governments. If these Governments, the former parti
cularly, had honoured the commitments which they had made earlier per-


