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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-
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haps much of the suffering inflicted on 
the people of Kerala might have been 
avoided Is it to be expected that the 
surplus States would treat their offer 
to supply rice to the Central pool in 
any less cavalier manner? 

In sum, the State Chief Ministers 
have written the epitaph on the hopes 
that, moved by the mass privations 
caused by the food shortage of these 
last two years, the Government might 
at last work out a rational long-term 

THE North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
sation is facing its most severe 

crisis. The crisis is created not by 
threats from the Soviet Union, or even 
the often volatile Berlin situation, but 
by dissension within the alliance itself. 
The year-old debate over the multi
lateral nuclear force, MLF for short, 
is finally coming to a head and threat
ens to split the alliance. The roots of 
the disagreement run much deeper 
than the tactical considerations of 
NATO military strategy. Indeed, they 
are basic to the balance of power 
within the Western bloc. Over this 
important issue France is militantly 
nationalistic, West Germany and Bri
tain are ambivalent, and the United 
States is trying to save something at 
least of its "brain child". 

If the question were merely one of 
military strategy, some modus vivendi 
would not be difficult to find. 
But since the issues in question are 
more important, the conflict has 
reached serious proportions. The 
French are the most adamantly oppos
ed to the MLF proposal, because they 
do not wish to give up any of the 
"nuclear sovereignty" they worked so 
hard to achieve. In addition, President 
De Gaulle's nationalism and his desire 
to diminish American influence on the 
continent make the MLF unacceptable 
to him. Indeed, the French have fought 
tooth and nail against the MLF, even 
hinting at a collapse of the alliance if 
it should be implemented. They have 
brought in other issues, such as the 
touchy problem of agricultural prices 
within the European Common Market. 
They are justified in feeling that the 
MLF wil l further increase U S influence 
on the continent. 

The British and the Germans are am
bivalent about the MLF, though from 
different points of view. Before assum
ing power in Britain, the Labour Party 
was opposed to the idea; but now Har
old Wilson's government has been 

food policy necessary for sustaining a 
high-level of development expenditure 
without the prospect of a spectacular 
rise in agricultural production. Bet
ween the reluctance of the surplus 
States to share their bounty and the 
callous unwillingness of the deficit 
States to take on the commitment to 
feed their people and, not the least, 
Subramaniam's political ineffectiveness 
there has been a sell out of food 
policy. 

hedging on its position in recent weeks. 
I t seems that the British would be wil l 
ing to accept the idea of the MLF in 
principle, provided some important 
changes were made in its structure and 
operation. There is a deep feeling in 
Britain (and among some sections of 
American opinion) against giving West 
Germany a finger on the nuclear trigger. 
Latent anti-German feeling combined 
with a desire to l imit the number of 
members in the nuclear club have 
caused this opinion. The Labour 
Party's left-wing, now seemingly in 
eclipse, is adamantly opposed to the 
MLF, as it is to NATO in general, for 
it favours a policy of non-alignment 
and wants to pull out of the nuclear 
club. 

The West Germans, trying to balance 
their loyalty to the United States with 
their new friendship with France, have 
been leaning toward the United States 
since Adenauer's replacement as Chan
cellor. Thus, Erhard has approved of 
the MLF and there is no doubt that 
Germany wil l willingly participate in 
any mixed NATO fleet or nuclear con
trol mechanism. There are, however, 
strong currents of opinion in West Ger
many which oppose further German 
subservience to the United States. The 
Adenauer wing of the ruling Christian 
Democratic Union places great import
ance on the Franco-German treaty, and 
is not willing to throw it overboard 
completely, which participation in the 
MLF would mean. There are some in 
Germany who feel that an independent 
German nuclear force would be hamper
ed by the creation of the MLF. Finally, 
German desire not to rock the Com
mon Market boat has made them open 
to French protests. 

The United States, which originally 
proposed the MLF some time ago, has 
been rather silent on the issue in recent 
months, probably to avoid arousing any 
more European animosity than necess
ary. The motives of the Americans in 

proposing the MLF in the first place are 
somewhat unclear. It is likely that 
they wanted to bring the French more 
closely into the NATO system and to 
limit to some extent at least the French 
nuclear capability. By arming the 
NATO alliance with nuclear teeth, the 
reasoning went, it would be a more 
powerful force which could pull 
France from its nationalistic emphasis. 
It is also possible that the United 
States wants to give nuclear weapons 
to West Germany without openly doing 
so and while retaining some control 
over them. The Soviet reaction to an 
outright gift of nuclear weapons to 
West Germany would have been vio
lently negative as well. 

The future of the MLF is presently 
in doubt, although the Americans and 
West Germans have already taken 
steps toward the creation of a "mixed" 
NATO fleet which could be easily 
armed with nuclear missiles. While the 
originally negative British have soften
ed their position, the French have, if 
anything, become more staunchly op
posed to the scheme. It is entirely 
possible that if the United States 
should push through the MLF despite 
French objections and without sub
stantial changes, it might cause a 
serious split in the alliance, and per
haps result in French withdrawal. And 
with NATO in jeopardy, the Common 
Market is threatened. Most Western 
sources discount this extreme possibi
lity, but the logical result of De 
Gaulle's foreign policy is withdrawal 
from NATO at some time. 

The Soviet Union has been parti
cularly vehement in its opposition to 
the MLF from its inception. Indeed, 
Khrushchev's otherwise conciliatory 
attitude toward the West was inter
rupted by diatribes against the MLF 
idea. The Russians are particularly 
fearful of a nuclear-armed Germany, 
which they see as the logical result 
of the creation of the MLF. Their fear 
of Germany, based on their bitter ex
perience in the Second World War, is 
deep and the implementation of the 
MLF can be expected to seriously 
affect East-West relations at a crucial 
moment. 

The MLF itself does not mean much 
militarily, as it wi l l involve for the 
most part, placing already existing U S 
nuclear facilities at the disposal of the 
NATO alliance. Some kind of adminis
trative mechanism within the alliance 
wi l l have technical control over the 
use of these weapons, which wi l l pro
bably range from ground-to-ground 
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