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Introduction

In September 2020, the Indian Parliament passed three agricultural reform laws that
ignited an unprecedented wave of protests across the nation, culminating in their
repeal just over a year later. This book, 'India’s Farm Laws Repeal: The Politics of
Agricultural Reform in a Global Economy', delves into the heart of this tumultuous
period, seeking to understand the complex interplay between economic liberalization,
the deeply entrenched traditions of India's agrarian communities, and the far-reaching
implications of global trade dynamics on domestic policy. The subtitle, '‘Understanding
the 2020 Agrarian Crisis and Its Impact on Rural Livelihoods', underscores our
commitment to exploring not only the political machinations behind the laws and their
eventual withdrawal, but also the profound human stories and economic realities that
shaped this pivotal moment in India's modern history.

The agrarian crisis in India is not a new phenomenon; it is a persistent challenge
rooted in decades of policy choices, environmental shifts, and evolving market forces.
However, the 2020 farm laws—the Farmers’ Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion
and Facilitation) Act, the Farmers (Empowerment and Protection) Agreement of Price
Assurance and Farm Services Act, and the Essential Commodities (Amendment)
Act—were perceived by many as a drastic departure from the existing agricultural
framework, designed to open up the sector to greater corporate participation and
global market integration. While proponents argued these reforms would modernize
agriculture, boost farmer incomes, and enhance efficiency, millions of farmers viewed
them as an existential threat to their livelihoods, fearing exploitation by large
corporations and the erosion of minimum support prices.

This book navigates the intricate landscape of this conflict, moving beyond superficial
headlines to uncover the deeper currents that fueled the protests. Through extensive
interviews with farmers, policymakers, activists, and economists, we bring to light the
diverse perspectives and experiences that shaped this period. We also draw upon
historical context, examining India's agricultural journey from the Green Revolution to
the present day, to provide a comprehensive understanding of the policy shifts that
laid the groundwork for the 2020 reforms. By weaving together these narratives and
historical analyses, we aim to illuminate how domestic policy is increasingly
intertwined with global economic forces, demonstrating the profound influence of
international trade agreements and market pressures on the lives of ordinary citizens.

The repeal of the farm laws in November 2021 by Prime Minister Narendra Modi's
government was a landmark decision, widely seen as a significant victory for the
protesting farmers and a rare instance of a government backtracking on major
legislation in the face of sustained public pressure. Yet, the repeal did not resolve the
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underlying agrarian crisis; it merely paused a contentious chapter in India‘'s ongoing
struggle to balance economic growth with social equity. This book therefore extends
its analysis beyond the repeal, exploring the immediate and long-term consequences
for rural livelihoods, the government's subsequent efforts to rebuild trust, and the
enduring questions surrounding the future of agricultural reform in India.

Ultimately, 'India’s Farm Laws Repeal' offers a critical examination of how a nation
grapples with the tensions between liberalization and the protection of traditional
livelihoods in an increasingly interconnected world. It is a story of resilience,
resistance, and the complex politics of reform, providing invaluable insights into the
challenges and opportunities facing India's agricultural sector and its millions of
farmers. This book is for anyone seeking a deeper understanding of the forces shaping
contemporary India, the dynamics of global agricultural trade, and the enduring power
of collective action in safeguarding democratic values and rural economies.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Roots of Discontent: India’'s
Agrarian History and Policy Shifts

India’s agricultural story stretches back to the Neolithic period, with evidence of plant
cultivation and animal domestication as early as 8000-6000 BCE in the northwest. This
ancient heritage laid the foundation for a civilization deeply intertwined with the
rhythms of the land. Over millennia, diverse farming practices emerged, shaped by
the subcontinent's varied climate and geography. From the cultivation of wild rice in
the Ganges valley to sophisticated irrigation systems in the Indus Valley Civilization,
Indian agriculture developed a rich tapestry of traditions. This long history ingrained
agriculture not just as an economic activity, but as a central pillar of social structure
and national identity.

Fast forward to 1947, and the dawn of independent India presented a challenging
agricultural landscape. British colonial rule had left behind a system rife with
exploitation, particularly through practices like the Zamindari system, which heavily
favored landlords over the actual tillers of the soil. Food shortages were widespread,
trade routes disrupted by Partition, and farmers lacked institutional protection from
exploitative middlemen. The new nation faced the monumental task of feeding its
burgeoning population and uplifting its agrarian communities from centuries of
neglect. This precarious beginning set the stage for a series of ambitious policy
interventions aimed at ensuring food security and fostering rural development.

The initial decades after independence were characterized by a state-led development
approach, with agriculture taking a prominent role in the first Five-Year Plans. A
primary objective was to eliminate the structural exploitation inherited from the
colonial era. Land reforms became a cornerstone of this strategy, aiming to
redistribute land and provide security to the tenant farmers. The abolition of the
Zamindari system, which had created a class of intermediaries who profited without
investing in the land, was a significant, and relatively successful, step towards
agrarian justice.

However, the path to equitable land distribution was not without its hurdles. While
intermediary landlordism was largely dismantled, other aspects of land reform, such
as tenancy regulation and the imposition of land ceilings to redistribute surplus land,
met with varying degrees of success across different states. These early reforms,
though imperfect, demonstrated the government's commitment to transforming the
agrarian structure and empowering farmers. Simultaneously, there was a concerted
effort to expand the cultivated area and invest heavily in irrigation and power
infrastructure.
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Despite these efforts, India continued to grapple with insufficient farm output and a
heavy reliance on food imports during the 1950s and early 1960s. The looming threat
of famine and widespread food scarcity necessitated a more dramatic intervention.
This critical juncture gave birth to one of the most transformative periods in Indian
agricultural history: the Green Revolution. Initiated in the mid-1960s under the
leadership of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, the Green Revolution sought to drastically
increase food grain production, particularly wheat and rice, through the adoption of
modern farming methods.

The Green Revolution was essentially a technological marvel, a package deal that
included the widespread adoption of High-Yielding Variety (HYV) seeds, increased use
of inorganic fertilizers and pesticides, and improved irrigation facilities. It marked a
distinct shift from traditional, subsistence farming to a more modern, technology-
driven approach. The government played a crucial role by supporting farmers with
imported HYV seeds, investing in agricultural research and extension services, and
developing rural infrastructure like canals and electrification.

The impact was, in many ways, revolutionary. India, once facing chronic food
shortages and dependent on imports, moved towards self-sufficiency in food grains.
States like Punjab and Haryana, with their fertile lands and established irrigation
systems, became the flagbearers of this transformation, witnessing unprecedented
increases in crop yields and farmer incomes. Punjab, in particular, became known as
India's "breadbasket," producing a significant portion of the country's food grains. The
Green Revolution undoubtedly saved countless lives and strengthened rural
economies in these agriculturally advanced regions.

However, the Green Revolution also brought with it a new set of challenges and
criticisms. While it boosted overall food production, the benefits were not evenly
distributed. Regions with assured irrigation and financial resources benefited
disproportionately, exacerbating existing rural inequalities. The intensive use of
chemical fertilizers and pesticides led to significant environmental degradation,
impacting soil health and water quality. Furthermore, the focus on a few staple crops
led to a decline in agricultural diversity and the extinction of numerous indigenous
varieties. The mechanization that accompanied the Green Revolution, while increasing
efficiency, also raised concerns about its impact on rural employment.

As India entered the 1980s, the agricultural sector began to witness a process of
diversification, with a faster growth in non-food grain output such as milk, fishery,
poultry, vegetables, and fruits. This period also saw a considerable increase in
subsidies and support to the agriculture sector, even as public sector spending on
agricultural infrastructure began to decline. This shift hinted at an evolving policy
landscape, moving beyond solely increasing food grain production to encompass a
broader vision of agricultural development.
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The next major turning point arrived in 1991 with India's economic liberalization. While
the initial reforms primarily targeted industrial and financial sectors, agriculture was
indirectly but significantly impacted. Trade liberalization, the reduction of subsidies,
and changes in institutional support structures began to reshape the agricultural
landscape. New opportunities for export-led growth and market-driven diversification
emerged, but these also brought challenges related to input costs, rural indebtedness,
and regional disparities. The share of agriculture in India's GDP began a consistent
decline, even as it continued to employ a large percentage of the workforce.

This era saw a push towards deregulating domestic markets and encouraging private
sector participation in input supply and marketing. The government's role, traditionally
characterized by heavy intervention, began to gradually shift towards a more
liberalized approach. Trade policy reforms aimed at promoting agricultural exports,
liberalizing both exports and imports of agricultural commodities, and accelerating
India's share in world exports. The focus was on making agriculture more competitive
and integrated with global markets.

Alongside these broader economic shifts, agricultural marketing policies also evolved.
The system of regulated wholesale markets, known as Agricultural Produce Market
Committees (APMCs), had been a central feature of India's agricultural policy
framework since the 1960s. These APMCs were designed to ensure transparency in
transactions and fair returns for farmers by regulating the buying and selling of
agricultural commodities within designated market areas. However, over time, these
markets faced criticism for becoming monopsonies, limiting farmers' options and often
burdened with various fees and cesses.

Another crucial policy instrument that emerged during the Green Revolution era was
the Minimum Support Price (MSP). Introduced in the 1960s, primarily for wheat in
1965, MSP was a government-set price aimed at ensuring remunerative prices for
farmers and incentivizing agricultural production, especially during times of market
fluctuations. The Agricultural Prices Commission (later renamed the Commission for
Agricultural Costs & Prices, CACP) was established to recommend MSPs for various
crops based on production costs and market trends. The government or its designated
agencies, like the Food Corporation of India (FCI), would purchase crops from farmers
at the MSP, thereby offering a safety net.

However, the effectiveness of MSP varied significantly across states and commodities.
While it provided crucial price certainty for some crops, particularly wheat and paddy
in certain regions like Punjab and Haryana, awareness of MSP among farmers
remained low in many areas. Moreover, the government's commitment to purchasing
all produce at MSP from all farmers was not consistently realized, leading to a disparity
in its practical application.
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By the turn of the millennium, Indian agriculture was a complex mosaic of successes
and unresolved challenges. While food security had largely been achieved, millions of
farmers still faced agrarian distress, including indebtedness, declining profitability, and
the vulnerabilities of climate change. The structural legacy of land inequality, the
environmental costs of intensive farming, and the evolving dynamics of a liberalizing
economy created a fertile ground for discontent. These underlying issues, simmering
beneath the surface, would eventually converge and erupt in the protests of 2020
against the new farm laws, bringing to the forefront the enduring struggle to balance
economic progress with the well-being of India's vast agrarian population.
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