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Hyderabad: Scientists redi-
scovered the polymorphic
(different types of the same
species) Sri Lankan brown-
eared shrub frog in the Eas-
tern Ghats of Andhra Pra-
desh. The finding, published
in the international journal
“Zootaxa”, reveals the pre-
sence of Sri Lankan “Pseu-
dophilautus regius”, com-
monly known as the brown-
eared shrub frog, far from its
knownrange.

Bharath Bhupathi, lead
author, said: “Amphibian di-
versity in the Eastern Ghats
is a treasure trove for the sci-
entific community, providing
insights into the historical

kaand India.”
The significant rediscove-

gical Survey of India (ZSI),
Hyderabad, in collaboration
. withthe Andhra Pradesh Bio-
diversity Board, raises two
major scientific issues: One,
lack of documentation and
understanding of amphibian
diversity in the Eastern
Ghats and, two, the evolutio-
nary history of the land brid-
ge connection between India
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The brown eared shrub frogisa :
common species in Lankan forests

and Sri Lanka during the
Pleistocene period.

Coincidentally, ZSI anno-
unced a new regional centre
at Amaravati, the capital of
AndhraPradesh.

The brown-eared shrub
frog, initially described in
2005, is a common species in
Sri Lankan forests. After
two decades, the species has
now been identified in the
Eastern Ghats, nearly 700km
from its knownrange.

Earlier, three related spe-
cies were reported from the
Western Ghats, but this is the
first report of a brown-eared
shrub frog from the Eastern
Ghats in over 220 years of
amphibian research in India.

The rediscovery of the
species, confirmed genetical-
ly and showing morphologi-
cal colour variations, sug-
gests a complex biogeograp-
hical history:
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REVIVING RURAL ECONOMY

Make agriculture
profitable again

The new government
must address the rural
crisis through astrategic
policy shift to achieve its
Viksit Bharat 2047 goal

KODOTH PRABHAKARAN NAIR

ollowing a gruelling election
spread over several weeks and
filled with much rancour, a new
government is in place in New Delhi.
The new government must shift focus
torural India, or Bharat, reelingunder
crisis. Thiswill ensure India, asa whole,
becomes vikasit, or developed. India
is undergoing a deep economic crisis
caused by near stagnation in the rural
economy. Reviving the rural econo-
my should be the top priority of New
Delhi, as Bharat has the largest num-
ber of consumers who contribute
~ significantly to the Gross Domestic
Product (GDP).

Food: A grim scenario
India is still reeling from the very se-
vere heat wave that lasted more than
two months from April to May and
is showing no signs of abating as the
anxiously awaited southwest monsoon
remains elusive. The May Wholesale
Price Index (WPI) inflation spiked
to a 15-month high due to rising food
prices. The WPI measures the overall
changes in producer prices over time,
serving as aninflation indicator based
on the prices of goods before they
reach consumers. Vegetable prices
have soared by 30-50%, and a kilo-
gramme of beans costs over Rs100. A
sheep weighing 10 kg cost Rs 25,000
in Hyderabad, around the time of Eid
ul Adha. The heatwave in May spurred
the inflation rate for vegetables to
the highest level in nine months at
32.4% and a six-month high of 5.8%
for fruits. Retail inflation has been far
abovethe RBI’starget of 4% for the past
several months.

An escalation in WPI indicates a
risein production costs. Farming is no
longer as profitable as it once was; it
does not even support farmers’ basic
sustenance. Fi er, various assess-
ments show that those who took up dis-
tress-earning activities such as urban
migration to work in the construction
sector and other daily-wage jobs are
returning to the villages, joining the

ruralagricultural workforce by default.
This simply meansan already stagnat-
ing sector has more people to support,
leading to lower earnings and nega-
tively impacting consumption. This
explains the sluggish rural consump-
tion expenditure that critically affects
overall national private consumption
and expenditure. It also explains the
rising unemployment and underem-
ployment, which I discussed earlier in
this column. This criticalissue was not
logically addressed by any political par-
ty during the two-month-long frenetic
election campaign.

Neglecting the farmers

‘While farmers continue to producere-
cord amounts of crops, ensuring the
country’sself-sufficiencyin food, their
own economic status has effectively
dipped. New Delhi’s imagination has
not extended beyond the “minimum
support price (MSP) syndrome.”
Farmers’ grievancesinclude declining
returns from farming and the added
crisis of erratic weather events that
damage crops. Protesting farmers
mainly demand two forms of support:
policies ensuring fair prices for their
produce and insurance against crop
Josses, primarily arising from weather
aberrations, The market is not in fa-
vour of farmers, but it can be through
government policies aimed at support-
ing them. Instead, to protect consum-
ersagainst price rises, the government
allows large-scale imports of agricul-
tural produce, This must stop.

What must New Delhi do?

The Government of India has a pleth-
oraof schemes and strategies to assist
farmers, such as the price stabilisation

fund and cropinsurance. Both the cen-
tral and state governments have over
200 such schemes, but the experience
ontheground showsthat none of them
have effectivelyreached even15% of In-
dian farmers. Hence, New Delhi’s first
agendashouldbeto “repurpose”these
“farmer-friendly”schemes into “farm-
er-enabling” schemes, similar tothose
insectors such as manufacturing.

Agriculture as an economic sec-
tor has seldom received the strategic
nurturing it deserves. Since the Green
Revolution, India has witnessed many
changes in its economic profile. New
economicsectors have emerged in the
last five decades, and the manner in
which India adopted them to evolve as
an emerging economy is an example of
the supportagricultureneeds. Take the
case of information technology. With-
in two decades of its arrival in India,
as a new-age economic sector, India
put all its might into emerging as an
IT global leader. On the other hand,
the government’s approach to farmers
and farming, which feed all Indians,
hasnotbeen one of consistent support,
except for politically correct schemes
and budgets.

It is clear that the shift to the non-
farm sector, such asinformation tech-
nology, is neither fast nor remunera-
tive. There have been recentinstances
of offleading thousands of workers in
the IT sector. This policy has been In-
dia’s official pathway to ensure employ-
ment and livelihood for the booming
workforce. Now that thisis notvery ef-
fective, as thoughtbefore, the new gov-
ernment must adopt a new approach:
make agriculture profitable again. This
hasthe added benefit of ensuring gain-
ful employment as well as a boom in
the rural economy. But it needs a new
deal for the farmers, who, like those in
the new economic sectors, should be
“enabled” to prosper.

Indian farmers are intelligent, and
new knowledge in the agriculture sec-
tor should be brought to their atten-
tion. Agricultural extension initiatives
must be strengthened to keep farmers
updated on the latest developments
in sustainable agricultural practices,
such as innovative soil testing meth-
odologies and microbial farming as an
effective alternative to chemical farm-
ing. This must form part of the “farmer
enabling” exercise in India.

(The author is a former professor at the
Royal Society, Belgium)
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ighlighting several

shortcomings in the

Minimum Support
Price (MSP) mechanism,
State Bank of India (SBI)
Research on Monday sug-
gested the government
should look into an alterna-
tive mechanism that would
encourage crop diversifica-
tion and put an obligation
on private parties for buy-
ing agricultural products at
‘above MSP.

“““While MSP has been in-
strumental in price discovery
mechanism, benefitting 1.6
crore farmers, the issues in-
nate to MSP mechanism viz.
needless politics, disincen-
tivising private investment,
neglect of non-MSP crops,
reduction in export competi-
tiveness and burden of trade
disputes, alternative mecha-
nisms needs to be looked into
vigorously,”SBI Research said
in a note ‘Prelude to Union
Budget 2024-25",

The suggested alternative
mechanisms include putting

obligation on private partiesfor
buying crops at MSP (or above
MSP), encouraging crop diver-
sification, promoting high-val-
ue and climate-resilient crops
to increase farmers’ income
opportunities and strengthen-
ing agricultural marketing in-
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frastructure through increase
in public investment in agri
infrastructure.

The government's expen-
diture on procurement of
foodgrains on MSP increased
toRs 3.4lakhcrorein 2022-23
from Rs1.791akh crorein 2014-
15. The share of food grains
procured by the government
through MSPvide institutional
mechanism works outto 6% of
the total Agri & Allied output,
noted the report. The MSP of
all the 22 crops has witnessed
an average increase of over
100% during the last decade.

Referring to the National
Agriculture Market (e-NAM)
data, SBI Research noted that
prices of major crops are above
MSP. Prices of not so widely
cultivated crops are a little un-
der MSP.

“Hence the Government
of India could devise a plan to
provide price support to the
farmers, if only market prices
fall lower than MSP,” it said.

afaoRe

“Also, promising sectors with
incremental value addition
like livestock and horticulture
should occupy a larger share
of policy initiatives,” itadded.

Inareportreleasedacouple
of weeks ahead of the presen-
tation of the Union Budget,
SBI Research said that the
fiscal deficit is likely to decline
t0 4.9% of the country’s gross
domestic product (GDP) in
the current financial year from
5.8%in2023-24.

In the interim budget pre-
sentedin Februarythegovern-
ment pegged the fiscal deficit
for 2024-25 at 5.1% of GDP.
“On the back of stupendous
growthin GST revenuesalong
with higher dividends from
PSUs and RBI, we believe that
Government may budget fiscal
deficit of less than 5% of GDP
(may be 4.9%) for FY25,” note
the report authored by SBI
Group Chief Economic Advis-
er Soumya Kanti Ghosh.

Capital expenditure which
was budgeted at Rs 11.1 lakh
crore in the interim budget is
expected toincrease toRs 11.8
lakh crore in the upcoming
budget. Thus, the total capex
of the government (capex
through budget and central
public sector enterprises and
grants for creation of capital
assets) is likely to increase to
Rs 19.1lakh crore in 2024-25
from the earlier estimate of Rs
18.4 lakh crore, it said.

09-07-2024
Find alternative MSP
mechanism to support farmers:

SBI Research to Govt
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Lalbagh flower show to
- celebrate Dr Ambedkar

Nithya.Mandyam
@timesofindia.com

Bengaluru: The upcoming
Independence Day flower
show at Lalbagh will cele-
brate the life and legacy of
Dr BR Ambedkar, the archi-
tect of the Indian Constitu-
tion. The event islikely to be
held from Aug 8 to 19, and
will feature an array of vi-
brant floral displays and ar-
tisticarrangements.

G Kusuma, deputy direc-
tor of horticulture (Lal-
bagh Gardens), said, “Ex-
tensive preparations are
under way, with blooming
flowers lining pathways
and creatively - decorated
stunted plants.”

The flower show is held
annually for both Republic
Day and Independence Day.
Entry tickets will be priced
at Rs 80 for adults; it will be
freefor schoolchildren.

According to Kusuma,
the seedlings for the flower
show are already in place,
and by Aug 8, the flowering
plants will have bloomed,
creating a magnificent vi-
ew. Nearly 50 themes are
considered each year, with
Ambedkar’s life being fina-
lized for this.year’s show.
Past themes have included
figures such as Basavanna
and Puneeth Rajkumar.

The floral installations
will include representa-
tions of Ambedkar’sstatue,

the Constitution, and his
guiding principles, besides
the prominent stages of his
life. The highlight will be

Photo for representation

I-DAY SPECIAL

decorative flower arrange-
ments, including flower py-
ramids and colourful annu-
-al blooms by the Indo-Ame-
rican Hybrid Seeds Compa-
ny. Water will be used in
foggers to keep the envi-
rons cool and flowers bloo-
minginthe Glass House.
Special attractions will
be set up at various spots in
Lalbagh, such as the Glass
House, Bandstand, Lalbagh
Rock, Lake Erie, Topiary
Garden, and Bonsai Gar-
den. Visitors can expect to
see a stunning array of flo-
wers, including anthurium,
roses, gerberas, orchids,
Nandi Hill impatiens, red
hot poker, Alstroemeria lili-
es, fuchsias, agapanthus, cy-
clamen, calla lilies, and
fragrant king lilies. The
showwillalsofeatureavari-
ety of flowers from both do-
mesticand international so-
urces, along with potted bo-
ugainvillea plants.
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soaringand are expectedto
stay high as heatwaves and
floods during the peak harvest-

India’s tea prices have been
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fall by around 100 million kg, h

more than half the country’s
o said Bezboruah.

output, more than 2 million

as extreme weather
slashes output

Yield seen down 100
mn kg in 2024 from
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ing season slash output in key
producing regions.

Thepricerise could support
the beleaguered Indian tea in-
dustry, which has been strug-
gling with rising production
costs amid a negligible rise in
tea pricesin the past decade.

“Extreme weather events
are hurting tea production.
Excessive heatinMay, followed
by ongoing flooding in Assam,
arereducing output,”said Pra-
bhat Bezboruah, a senior tea
planter and former chairman
of India’s Tea Board.

Production wasalsoaffected

by the government’s decision
to ban 20 pesticides, Bezboru-
ahsaid.

India’s tea production in
May plunged more than 30%
from a year earlier to 90.92
million kg, its lowest for that
month in more than a decade,
hurt by excessive heat and
scant rainf:

In the north-eastern state
of Assam, which accounts for

people have been affected by
severeriver flooding in July.

The upside in tea prices
started after a heatwave re-
duced production from April
onwards amid good demand,
said Kalyan Sundaram, secre-
tary of the Calcutta Tea Trad-
ers’ Association.

In the last week of June, av-
erage tea prices surged to Rs
217.53 ($2.61) per kg, marking
a near 20% increase from a
year before, according to data
compiled by the Tea Board.

Teaproductionimprovedin
June after good rainfall gave
respite fromthe heatwave, but
again flooding in July has lim-
ited plucking inmany districts
of Assam, said a Jorhat-based
tea planter.

“Julyistypically a peak pro-
duetion month, but this year
weanticipateashortfallof15to
20millionkg,”the planter said.

India produced a record
1.394 billion kg of tea in 2023,
but in 2024 production could

)

The production shortfall*
should drive prices signifi-
cantly higher, but financially
weak and indebted producers
are struggling to bargain with
powerful buyers in peak pro-
duetion months, said a Kolk-
ata-based trader.

More than half of India’s
total tea production is plucked
during July to October.

Average tea prices in 2024
could be 16% to 20% higher
than lastyear, but the increase
is unlikely to reduce tea ex-
ports, as many buyers are
boosting their purchases fol-
lowing the pesticide bans, said
Bezboruah. IndJasteaexporls
inthe first four months 0f 2024
jumped 37% fromayearagoto
92millionkg, accordingtothe
comﬁnerce ministry,

€ country exports the
CTC (crush-tear- -curl) grade
mainly to Egypt and the Unit-
edKingdom, withthe orthodox
variety Shlpped to Iraq, Iran
and Rugsia,




