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Abstract: India has actively tried to shape the WTO agricultural negotiations by
submitting detailed proposals, building coalitions, and even taking hard stands
(veto) at critical junctures. However, this aggressive posturing presents a sharp
contrast with India’s domestic agricultural space, where the situation highlights
policy neglect, manifesting in agrarian distress and farmer suicides. This paper
analyzes contradictions between India’s internationally espoused negotiating
positions and its domestic policy goals. It argues that India’s core focus has been
to preserve status quo in the domestic food markets, driven by the political need
to provide food-based consumption subsidies and manage an assured price and
supply protection to its vulnerable consumers. As a result, India’s interests are
divergent from most of its developing country coalition partners in the G-20 as
well as the G-33 groups. Our discussion has significant implications for both the
domestic policy, as well as the sustainability of India’s strategy in global
agricultural trade negotiations.

1. Introduction

The agricultural negotiations at the WTO Doha Round have signaled the rise
of a new India in global economic governance. Scholars and commentators
of international trade have variously commented as India being a ‘leader’
(Efstathopoulos, 2012), ‘emerging power’ (Conceição-Heldt, 2013), or a ‘great
power’ (Narlikar, 2011), based on their analysis of India’s role in global agricul-
tural trade negotiations. There is near scholarly consensus that India has played
an active role in shaping the agriculture negotiations at the WTO by submitting
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detailed proposals, building and leading coalitions with other developing nations,
and adopting tough unilateral positions (or veto) to pursue its strategic interests.
However, this aggressive posturing in international negotiations seems to be at
odds with the domestic agricultural policy focus. Most scholars depict India’s
domestic agriculture situation as one of crisis and deep distress, characterized by
an alarming rate of farmer suicides across the country (Reddy and Mishra, 2009;
Deshpande and Arora, 2010). While there have been studies that argue that
India’s domestic factors influence international agricultural policy (Priyadarshi,
2004; Purohit, 2015; Conceição-Heldt, 2013; Narlikar, 2006), they often remain
inadequate in explaining this apparent contradiction between India’s international
negotiating positions and the domestic policy. This paper attempts to fill this gap
and locate the convergence and contradictions between India’s domestic and
international agricultural policies.

The vast multi-disciplinary literature on the situation of agriculture in India has
been highlighting an inadequate policy focus on the sector, culminating in a pro-
tracted crisis and agrarian distress. For instance, the economics literature has high-
lighted how the decline in public investments and capital formation along with a
lack of agricultural reforms has led to abysmal farm productivity and unsustainable
debt portfolios of the farming households (Walker, 2008; Siddiqui, 2015; Hoda
and Terway, 2015; Bisaliah et al., 2014; World Bank Group, 2014; Fan et al.,
2008). On the other hand, the political economy literature has highlighted that
the influence of agriculture on the domestic political economy has become quite
limited (Mendelsohn, 1993; D. Gupta, 2005; Parry, 2003; Chatterjee, 2008).
The sociological literature presents irrefutable evidence of an overwhelming
desire to quit farming among Indian farmers who treat agriculture merely as a
‘waiting room’ for the despairing (D. Gupta, 2005, 2015; Himanshu and
Rodgers, 2016; Mines and Yazgi, 2010; Parry, 2004). The extensive literature
on agrarian distress has explored reasons behind the alarming rate of farmer sui-
cides (one in every thirty minutes) and distress migrations (S. Mishra, 2007;
Reddy andMishra, 2009; Deshpande and Arora, 2010), indicating that the severity
of the crisis makes the situation an ‘agrarian dystopia’ (Harriss-White, 2008). At
least since the early 2000s, even the official policy literature has begun to recognize
the failure of policy action in addressing the problems of agriculture. The various
government reports diagnose the problem as either a consequence of insufficient
investments (National Commission on Farmers, 2004) or a lack of exit of
productive labor resources from the sector (Ministry of Finance, 2016).

Given the seeming neglect of agriculture in the domestic policy space, it is worth-
while to ask what is driving India’s aggressive outlook to international agricultural
trade negotiations? Further, is the negotiating approach in sync with domestic
policy priorities? This paper brings together diverse strands of literature to
discern domestic policy priorities. It also attempts to make a nuanced analysis of
India’s negotiating positions on agriculture to identify their congruence or diver-
gence with these policy priorities. Our analysis indicates that given the constraints
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of the non-agricultural sector to absorb a rapid migration of agricultural workers
(Harriss-White, 2008; Dorin et al., 2013) and limits on domestic demand, policy
solutions to India’s agrarian crisis may need to explore an export-led rapid
growth strategy along with active protection of smallholder farming. However,
neither domestic policy framework nor international posturing, seem to be in
tune with these approaches, leaving the international and domestic policies in a
bundle of contradictions. The largely protectionist nature of India’s trade negotiat-
ing position and the domestic policy practices seems to be at variance with the goal
of rapid output and productivity growth in the domestic agriculture sector that
requires large-scale investment, a rebalancing of crop-portfolio, and possibly
export-led growth for its revival. India’s aggressive negotiating positions in the
international arena, thus, seem to be more ‘status quo’ in approach and hence
inconsistent with the domestic needs and priorities of a large-scale revival of
Indian agriculture from the current dystopia.

This paper analyzes the apparent reasons behind the above-mentioned contradic-
tions, locating them to the domestic political economy. Extant literature on inter-
national trade acknowledges that domestic compulsions are driving India’s
negotiating stance. It recognizes the importance of India’s 600 million agricul-
ture-dependent population, along with concerns around food security for a large
impoverished population, as being central to India’s political dynamics and its
democratic legitimacy (Narlikar, 2006; Conceição-Heldt, 2013; Clapp, 2015).
However, we argue that with a decline in the influence of farmers or rural agrarian
elite in the domestic political economy, there is a limited political constituency for
serving and extending the interests of India’s agricultural producers. As a result, the
domestic agricultural policy seems to emphasize consumer interests and price sta-
bility concerns rather than producer interests of increased agricultural incomes
and reduced vulnerabilities. In turn, such a policy focus arises from two important
constituents of the domestic political economy – an inflation-wary rising middle
class population that sets the mainstream policy discourse, and a burgeoning popu-
lation of vulnerable sections of the society who have failed to benefit from India’s
rising growth and now require extensive need-based consumption subsidies to
ensure survival. As a result, India’s domestic and international policy stance prior-
itizes maintenance and expansion of the public stockholding program to cater to
these two constituencies, thereby ensuring the democratic legitimacy and political
stability of the Indian state. We thus argue that India’s interests in agriculture do
not prima facie originate from the concerns of its producers, but from its need to
maintain status quo in domestic markets through the food security program.
This overwhelming importance of India’s food security program has remained
under-emphasized in the extant literature. This analysis has several important
implications for India’s agricultural policy, as well as agriculture negotiations at
the WTO. The paper identifies a divergence of India’s interests with those of
other developing nations, raising several questions concerning India’s continued
role in global agriculture trade negotiations, its potential for assuming leadership
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of the G-20 and G-33 coalition groups, and its legitimacy to play its traditional role
as one of the leading voices of the developing world.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we review the state of
agriculture in India and discern the domestic policy priorities. In Section 3, we
analyze India’s negotiating position and approach by reviewing the negotiating
proposals and postures at key moments in the WTO agriculture negotiations. In
Section 4, we analyze the international policy in the context of domestic policy
compulsions and attempt to explore seeming contradictions between the two
arenas. In Section 5, we offer an analysis of the reasons behind these apparent con-
tradictions, arguing that the domestic political-economic compulsions can poten-
tially explain the divergence between India’s international negotiating positions
and the domestic policy priorities. In Section 6, we offer concluding remarks and
discuss implications for India’s domestic policy as well as its future role in global
agricultural trade negotiations.

2. Domestic drivers of Indian agriculture policy

Given that the agriculture sector employs over 50% of the total workforce (ILO,
2016), one would expect that the imperatives of democracy would make agricultural
producers’ interests a prime concern for the Indian government and for state policy.
However, even a cursory review of the state of Indian agriculture highlights an alarm-
ing crisis, which can only be explained as a consequence of a seeming policy neglect.
The sector remains saddled with low productivity, high output, and price volatility,
and a sharply rising cost structure. Further, over 55% of farmland remains rain-fed
and thus vulnerable to vagaries of monsoon (World Bank Group, 2014). These pro-
blems are confounded by the small size of many farms that lead to unsustainable pro-
duction for a majority of Indian farmers (World Bank Group, 2014). Despite the
evident vulnerabilities of Indian agriculture, little has been done to address the
core problems afflicting the sector, and the situation has continued to worsen over
time. Over the last two decades, the proportion of marginal farmers1 has continued
to increase to now comprise over two-thirds of total farming households, pushing an
ever-increasing proportion of farmers to the brink of crisis (see Figure 1). A national
level situation assessment survey of farming households indicates how over the last
decade, incomes and profitability levels have remained extremely low, leaving a
large percentage of the farming households indebted, and with wafer-thin margins
to meet their monthly consumption expenditure (see Table 1).

Policy response to rescue the agricultural producers from this crisis has been
rather inadequate, implying limited concern for the worsening situation.

1Marginal farmers are defined by their landholding size being less than 1 hectares which is regarded as
unviable for farming, given the sharply inverse relationship between farm size and profits per hectare
(World Bank Group, 2014).
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Contrary to the need to extend government support to address the vulnerabilities,
there has been a steady decline in overall public investments over the years (World
Bank Group, 2014), with limited resource allocation towards research and exten-
sion services (P. K. Joshi et al., 2015). This manifests in the rapidly declining share
of agriculture in gross capital formation that has fallen from around 30% in the
early 1990s to less than 10% by 2014 (World Bank Group, 2014). Further, the
advent of liberalization reforms since 1991 has led to a steady reduction in produc-
tion subsidies related to fertilizer, power, water, and credit (Reddy and Mishra,
2008, 2009). As a result, farmers have had to rely increasingly on privatized solu-
tions that have escalated their indebtedness levels. The thin profitability and high
indebtedness levels have meant that farmers remain extremely vulnerable and
unprepared to handle any income shocks, which are only too frequent. While pre-
viously, the income shocks were prominent only during times of drought, in recent
times the farmers’ incomes have fallen even during bumper harvests owing to low
prices resultant from a glut (Mehta and Kumar, 2017). These shocks have often
manifested in an unabated spate of farmer suicides, occurring at a staggering rate
of one farmer suicide every 30 minutes since the mid-1990s (Basu et al., 2016). It
is worthwhile to ask what explains the nature of, or rather the lack of an appropri-
ate, policy response to the situation of agrarian distress in India.

2.1 Locating the problem: a Lewis trap?

The extensive scholarship on solutions for India’s agrarian crisis tends to suggest two
broadpolicy approaches.Thefirst approach entails rapidoutput growth through con-
solidationofunviable smallholder farms, technological investments, and expansionof
requisite supply chain infrastructure to support the consequent productivity increases.

Figure 1. Distribution of number of agricultural landholdings by size class (ha)

Source: Agricultural Census (2017).
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The second approach tends to emphasize a large scale shift of agricultural producers
out of farming providing labor to the industrial and non-farm sectors (Harriss-White,
2008). While both approaches locate the core problem to the low productivity and
presence of surplus labor in the sector, their policy propositions are vastly different.
The first one emphasizes a more expansionary strategy focused on the revival of agri-
cultural growth; the secondone takes amoredefensive outlook toprotect existingpro-
ducers as the non-agricultural sector readies itself to absorb the vast labor force exiting
the sector. India has tended to adopt the more defensive policy approach even while
failing to adequately protect the interests of its producers, as we shall see over the
next two sub-sections. Let us now examine the possible origins of this strategy and
its prospects, given the current structure of the economy.

Scholars have since long noted an apparent ‘urban bias’ in India’s policy (Lipton,
1977, 2006), potentially arising out of the famous ‘Lewis Model’ of structural
transformation of the economy (Lewis, 1954). This theory argues for labor mobil-
ity from the ‘traditional’ (agriculture) sector to the ‘modern’ (non-agriculture)
sectors, which would result in rising agricultural productivity, rising wages, and
consequent elimination of poverty. In India, there seems to be a continued policy
focus on migration of workers outside of agriculture, with even recent policy state-
ments arguing that resources from the agriculture sector need to be ‘forced or
enticed away from inefficient and unsustainable uses’ (Ministry of Finance,
2016: 37, 68). In recent times, the most significant government policies for rural
areas have been towards extending employment guarantees and enhancing skills
for better absorption in non-farm sectors, with rural non-farm employment
being one of the key focus areas (IDFC Rural Development Network, 2014).

Table 1. Key Indicators for income, expenditure and indebtedness levels of
farming households in India

Key indicators
2002–03
nominal

2002–03 adjusted to
2012–13 prices*

2012–13
nominal**

Monthly household income (Rs) 2,115 3,983 6,426
Share of wages/salary 819 1,543 2,071
Share of income from cultivation 969 1,825 3,081
Share of income from farming of animals 91 171 763
Share of income from non- farm business 236 444 512

Monthly per capita expenditure (Rs) 2,770 5,217 6,223
Average indebtedness of households (Rs) 12,585 23,703 47,000

Proportion of indebted households (%) 48.60 48.60 51.90

Notes: *Approximation done using the GDP deflator method adjusted for changes in price base in inter-
mediate years.
**Data across 2002–03 and 2012–13 are not strictly comparable owing to changes in coverage and
classification of farming households across the two surveys.
Source: NSSO Situation Assessment Survey of Farming Households (2005, 2016).
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However, the low rate of employment creation in the industrial sector has meant
that such a strategy has had limited success, and the agriculture sector remains
saddled with surplus labor (Deshpande and Prabhu, 2005; Deshpande and
Arora, 2010). Further, the deteriorating quality of low-paid casual employment
in the non-farm sector has meant that it is merely an incremental livelihood
option in the work portfolio of marginal farm households, rather than being an
alternative employment strategy for workers leaving agriculture (Himanshu,
2014). Recent analyses indicate that agriculture may have reached its limit as an
absorber of labor and any further growth can only be distress inducing (Harriss-
White, 2008; Vakulabharanam, 2005). Dorin et al. (2013) have characterized
this situation as a ‘Lewis Trap’ as a polar opposite to the virtuous structural
transformation envisaged under the Lewis model.

The challenges in engineering a rapid shift of a large portion of agricultural pro-
ducers to other sectors could have necessitated a potential shift to the other
approach of stimulating a large-scale revival of agricultural growth itself to
improve the condition of producers. However, as India attained self-sufficiency
in foodgrain production2 since as early as the mid-1980s, there are constraints
to a rapid growth in domestic demand for agricultural produce (Ministry of
Finance, 2016). It is evident from Table 2 which indicates that India has registered
net negative imports in cereals since the 1980s even as the per capita net availability
of foodgrains has remained largely stable over the last three decades (see Table 2).
With such constraints on domestic demand, strategies to increase output and prod-
uctivity growth could potentially explore either an export-led growth model or
stimulation of domestic demand for non-food grain crops. Both would, however,
require a rebalancing of crop portfolio together with a large-scale public investment
in developing the requisite supply chain infrastructure. As the shift in domestic
demand is predicated on consumption dynamics and behavioral change, let us
examine the potential and prospects for an export-led growth strategy.

2.2 Unrealized potential for an export-led growth strategy

Has there been an adequate policy response towards stimulating an export-led agri-
cultural growth model to improve the condition of Indian producers? Such an ana-
lysis would entail assessing whether an export opportunity exists for Indian
agricultural produce, and analyzing the policy initiatives towards exploiting such
an opportunity. The first question can be addressed by recognizing India’s revealed
comparative advantage in agricultural products throughout the period between
1960 and 2014 (Anderson, 2016: 64–72; Chand, 2010; Mahajan and Nanda,
2011). This comparative advantage is also evident from India’s ability to
improve its market share by value, in global agricultural trade from around 0.9–
1% in the pre-WTO period of the early 1990s to around 2.5% currently

2 Foodgrain production dominates India’s current agricultural output.

International Postering amidst Domestic Neglect 405

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083


Table 2. Foodgrain self-sufficiency in India

Year
Population
(million)

Cereals

Pulses Net
availability
(million tonnes)

Per capita net
availability per day

(grams)

Net production
(million tonnes)

Net imports
(million tonnes)

Change in Government
stocks (million tonnes)

Net availability
(Col. 3 + 4-5)
(million tonnes) Cereals Pulses Total

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

1951 363.2 40.1 4.1 (+)0.6 43.6 8.0 334.2 60.7 394.9
1961 442.4 60.9 3.5 (−)0.2 64.6 11.1 399.7 69.0 468.7
1971 551.3 84.5 2.0 (+)2.6 84.0 10.3 417.6 51.2 468.8
1981 688.5 104.1 0.5 (−)0.2 104.8 9.4 417.3 37.5 454.8
1991 851.7 141.9 (−)0.6 (−)4.4 145.7 12.9 468.5 41.6 510.1
2001 1033.2 162.5 (−)4.5 (+)12.3 145.6 11.3 386.2 30.0 416.2
2002 1050.6 174.5 (−)8.5 (−)9.9 175.9 13.6 458.7 35.4 494.1
2003 1068.2 143.2 (−)7.1 (−)23.2 159.3 11.3 408.5 29.1 437.6
2004 1085.6 173.5 (−)7.7 (−)3.3 169.1 14.2 426.9 35.8 462.7
2005 1102.8 162.1 (−)7.2 (−)2.4 157.3 12.7 390.9 31.5 422.4
2006 1119.8 170.8 (−)3.8 (−)1.8 168.8 13.3 412.8 32.5 445.3
2007 1136.6 177.7 (−)7.0 (+)1.7 169.0 14.7 407.4 35.5 442.8
2008 1153.1 197.3 (−)14.4 (+)17.0 165.9 17.6 394.2 41.8 436.0
2009 1169.4 192.4 (−)7.2 (+)11.5 173.7 15.8 407.0 37.0 444.0
2010 1185.8 178.0 (−)4.7 (−)0.5 173.8 15.3 401.7 35.4 437.1
2011 1201.9 198.0 (−)9.6 (+)8.3 180.1 18.9 410.6 43.0 453.6
2012 1213.4 211.9 (−)19.8 (+)11.2 181.0 18.4 408.6 41.7 450.3
2013 1228.8 208.9 (−)71.9 (−) 23.6 160.6 19.4 358.1 43.3 401.4
2014 1244.0 215.0 (−)19.9 (−)6.0 201.0 21.0 442.9 46.4 489.3
2015 1259.1 205.5 (−)12.3 (−)0.5 193.6 20.1 421.4 43.8 465.2
2016 1273.9 205.8 (−)8.6 (−)9.2 206.3 20.2 443.7 43.6 487.3
2017(P) 1288.5 218.6 (−)7.7 (+)7.9 203.0 25.2 431.6 53.8 485.4

Source: Ministry of Finance (2017).
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(Figure 2). Commodity wise analysis also confirms the applicability of this trend to
nearly all of India’s key agricultural export commodities, barring tea. Most signifi-
cant improvements in India’s share have come from spices, fruits and vegetables,
and meat products. Such improvements have come despite the high sanitary and
phytosanitary barriers (SPS) faced by such exports (Arora, 2013). This only indi-
cates Indian agriculture can command a competitive position in global markets,
and thus there is potential to enhance exports significantly.

Despite such an advantage, India’s agrarian production structure primarily
emphasizes domestic use rather than exports, with a primacy of cereals and
pulses in both the total cropped area and output value. Cereals and pulses comprise
nearly 67% of the total cropped area and 30% of the total output value while con-
tributing to less than 20% of the total agriculture exports (Table 3). After the
opening up of global markets post-WTO, there has not been any major rebalancing
of India’s crop portfolio towards crops where India has demonstrated good export
potential. While there have been minor increases in the cropped area for fruits and
vegetables, a major part of this stems from domestic demand. Surprisingly, the area
under cultivation for rice, wheat, and sugar continues to increase, despite not being
the most profitable use of land and inputs, as compared to other export commodities.

Prima facie, it may seem that this continued emphasis on low-value cereals is on
account of domestic demand, and paranoia regarding food security (Priyadarshi,
2004). However, foodgrain self-sufficiency over the last three decades as seen
above (Table 2), not only obviates the rationale for such fears but also implies that
further productivity enhancements and an increase in cropped area can only imply
production surpluses. The rising exports of rice, largely, on account of the release
of surplus stock from the public stockholding, bear testimony to our conclusion.

From the above discussion, it is clear that India has largely failed to tap the export
opportunity that seems to exist in global agricultural trade. As a result, the share of
agriculture and food exports in India’s total merchandise exports has steadily fallen
from around 25% in 1995 to around 13% in recent years (Brink et al., 2013). The
largely domestic-oriented structure of land use allocation and production implies that
India’s interests in global agricultural trade continue to remain predominantly
domestic-oriented and defensive. Let us now analyze whether such defensive interests
have manifested in farmer support and protection policies.

2.3 Farmer protection and support policies: producer or consumer centric?

We have seen how the Indian smallholder cultivation remains vulnerable to any
demand or supply shocks. One of the prime sources of vulnerability is seasonal
weather patterns, especially, high variability in monsoon rainfall that explains
much of the trend in agricultural productivity in India. Yet, only 45% of the
total cropped area remains irrigated, and the recent decline in the growth of irri-
gated area indicates a waning policy impetus towards the extension of irrigation
infrastructure (World Bank Group, 2014). Further, the adoption of crop insurance
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products that mitigate weather risks remains low, possibly driven by the farmers’
concerns regarding the substantial delays in the settlement of claims in times of
crop loss as well as the low settlement rates (Mukherjee and Pal, 2017).

There are some attempts to insulate the domestic agricultural markets from
global shocks through application of tariffs, and imports and export restrictions.
The most significant tariffs apply to food-grains where India has renegotiated
bound rates and set them at fairly high levels of 80% (broken) and 100% for
rice and wheat respectively (Narayanan, 2015). However, it is less clear whether
such policies aim to protect the producers’ interests or the consumer concerns
around price stability. Scholars have highlighted a counter-cyclical administration
of price policies in India. At times of high world prices, India tends to lower tariffs
and imposes export restrictions in a bid to regulate domestic prices (Brink et al.,
2013). There is limited attempt to allow the producers to realize the best prices,
even though some efforts are made to insulate them from large demand shocks,
but largely limited to select food-grain crops.

Let us now analyze the domestic support given to Indian producers. Given the
domestic orientation of India’s agriculture policy, it is unsurprising that India
offers no substantial export subsidies (Hoda and Terway, 2015). India’s ‘Green
Box’ and ‘Blue Box’ support3 is also marginal (Brink et al., 2013; Hoda and
Gulati, 2013). Even though India offers non-product specific ‘Amber Box’ subsid-
ies on agricultural inputs such as fertilizer, electricity, and irrigation, these have
largely remained in the vicinity of 10% of the total value of agricultural output,

Figure 2. Share of India’s agriculture exports in world agricultural trade
(percentage)

Source: WTO International Trade Statistics (WTO 2015a).

3 The WTO Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) classifies domestic support into three categories – (i)
Green Box of permissible subsidies include those that are no more than minimally trade or production dis-
torting (Annex. 2), (ii) Blue Box of those that are accompanied with production-limiting programs, which
are also permissible (Art. 6.5), and (iii) Amber Box covering other trade distorting subsidies that are to be
restricted (Art. 3 and 6).
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Table 3. Major agricultural exports (by value) and share in cropped area (hectares)

Major Indian
agriculture exports

Share in India’s crop exports1 (%)
Share in world exports

(%)
Average share in India’s cropped

area (%)
Average annual increase in cropped

area

FY 1991
to 2000

FY 2001
to 2010

FY 2011
to 2014 1990 2000 2010

FY 1991
to 2000

FY 2001
to 2010

FY 2011
to 2014

FY 1991
to 2000

FY 2001
to 2010

FY 2011
to 2014

Tea 12.48 5.91 2.98 22.1 14.00 10.00 0.24 0.29 0.28 1.53% 1.40% −0.65%
Coffee 7.69 4.27 2.96 1.70 2.30 1.90 0.16 0.19 0.20 2.29% 1.43% 0.85%
Rice 17.89 18.59 18.37 6.40 10.20 11.30 23.41 22.82 21.12 0.56% −0.64% 0.74%
Wheat 0.97 3.17 2.85 n/a n/a n/a 13.83 14.13 14.51 1.30% 1.01% 1.18%
Cotton2 5.08 6.54 13.38 3.70 4.90 3.70 4.49 4.64 5.76 1.59% 1.73% 1.59%
Tobacco 4.90 4.50 3.36 0.80 0.70 2.50 0.23 0.19 0.22 0.48% 5.40% −1.57%
Cashew 10.08 6.94 2.85 n/a n/a n/a 0.33 0.43 0.48 2.57% 2.51% 1.48%
Spices 6.71 7.62 8.90 7.70 10.30 15.40 1.24 1.32 1.51 2.23% 0.51% 1.85%
Oilseeds 16.68 12.25 9.82 0.80 1.70 1.60 13.88 13.25 13.13 0.05% 1.32% 0.75%
Fruits & Veg. 4.02 5.54 4.68 0.80 1.30 1.30 6.72 9.76 11.30 1.99% 2.89% 2.61%
Sugar & related 2.22 5.11 5.41 0.10 0.90 2.40 2.11 2.30 2.42 1.35% −0.35% 0.56%
Other crops 11.29 19.55 24.42

1excludes marine, fisheries and processed food
2 Global trade share reflects share in woven cotton fabrics
Source: Economic Survey (various issues), RBI (2016), EPWRF India Time Series (2017).
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although they had peaked at 15% in 2008–2009 (Hoda and Gulati, 2013).
However, most of these subsidies are a legacy of India’s ‘Green Revolution’
during the 1960s–1970s when the expansion of agricultural produce was firmly
the national priority. Even as there has been limited introduction of new subsidies
to take care of the current agrarian crisis, scholars have noted a declining focus on
the importance of such production subsidies post the liberalization reforms in the
1990s (Deshpande and Arora, 2010). India’s ‘Amber Box’ de minimis allowance
level of 10% of aggregate measurement of support, coupled with the exemption
of over 95% of ‘low-income’ or ‘resource-poor’ farmers from applicability of
such commitments under Article 6.2 provisions of Special and Differential
(S&D) provisions of the Agreement on Agriculture (AoA), leaves significant
untapped potential for expansion of such subsidies within the current WTO AoA
framework (Narayanan, 2015).

The most significant support for agriculture provided by the Indian government
is through its public stockholding program. However, given the dual objectives of
the program encompassing both farmers and consumers, prioritization outcomes
of government support across these groups remain difficult to ascertain. The
program involves procurement of food-grains through a scheme of administered
prices (Minimum Support Prices or the MSP), followed by distribution through a
public distribution system (PDS) to low-income consumers. This program has
emerged as the principal bone of contention in the WTO negotiations (Roy and
Doerr, 2013; Diaz-Bonilla, 2014; Schnepf, 2014). The current WTO rules recog-
nize the difference between the administered prices and the external reference
prices (indexed to 1986–1987 rates) as the domestic support provided by the gov-
ernment to its producers, leading to large gaps in India’s support to MSP and PDS
policies. Over the last two decades, India’s food subsidy bill has sharply increased
by over 25 times, reaching close to 10% of agriculture GDP in recent years, thereby
threatening to breach the de minimis commitments under the current rules of the
WTO (Figure 3). Further, the implementation of the National Food Security Act
in 2013 has aggravated the pressure on food subsidies.

Scholars have noted that India’s public stockholding program follows multiple
objectives, with the salience of each objective varying substantially through the
course of its history – (i) to copewith emergency situations like droughts, (ii) distribute
essential products to vulnerable people, and (iii) guaranteeing remunerative prices to
producers (Mooij, 1998, 1999). In recent times, the analysis of the structure and
pricing policies of the program seems to indicate a primary focus towards the domestic
consumers rather than a privileging of the agricultural producers. Firstly, the adminis-
tered price mechanism covers only a few crops – cereals, pulses, oilseeds, sugar, and
cotton – which are more important from a domestic consumption standpoint instead
of export-oriented crops. Secondly, the available evidence indicates that the MSP
scheme is not designed to incentivize higher production as it barely meet the costs of
cultivation in many Indian states. The study by Narayanan (2015) shows that the
average MSP in recent times has been at the lower end of the range of costs across
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Figure 3. Food Subsidies in India (INR billion): 1990–1991 to 2014–2015

Source: CSO (2016), EPWRF India Time Series (EPWRF 2017).

Figure 4. Price Support to rice and wheat (based on moving reference price and
inflation-adjusted reference price)

Source: Narayanan (2015).
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states for bothwheat and paddy, and inmany statesMSP is even lower than the cost of
production. Thirdly, a comparison of procurement prices (MSP) with respect to
moving external reference prices, or even the inflation-adjusted fixed external reference
prices (based on India’s notifications to WTO) indicates that India provides negative
support to its producers under the MSP regime (Narayanan, 2014, 2015) (Figure 4).
In other words, the procurement policy tends to undermine the benefits that Indian
producers could gain from benchmarking with international prices, thereby
implying an implicit subsidization of consumers at the expense of the producers.

From the above analysis of India’s domestic agricultural policies, it is evident that
there is a limited impetus in domestic policy on the revival of agricultural growth
based on an expansionary export-led growth model. The policy seems to focus
on preserving the status quo in domestic food markets. Although the food security
program offers some protection to its vulnerable producers by preventing any
large-scale disruptions that could jeopardize long-term foodgrain production, its
primary emphasis seems to be on the regulation of the consumer price index and
ensuring adequate supply for distribution through its public distribution system
(PDS). This limited focus on preserving and extending the interests of Indian pro-
ducers, however, seems to be at substantial variance with India’s proactive role in
international trade negotiations on agriculture.

3. India’s posture at the WTO agriculture negotiations

India has maintained an active interest in the agriculture negotiations at the WTO
since as early as the pre-Seattle round (WTO, 1998b, 1998a). Together with active
participation in the privileged ‘Green Room’ for developing pre-ministerial con-
sensus (Efstathopoulos and Kelly, 2014; Hopewell, 2015), India’s submissions on
agriculture have often exceeded those on other aspects of trade negotiations
(Chakraborty, 2010). Its comprehensive submission in 2001 covering all aspects
of agriculture negotiations, remains one of the longest andmost elaborate proposals
made by any member (WTO, 2001). Even at the last Ministerial Conference at
Buenos Aires, India’s Minister for Commerce and Industry Mr. Suresh Prabhu
laid special emphasis on India’s position on agricultural issues, as compared to
other aspects of international trade and WTO governance (WTO, 2017a). Is this
high level of interest merely on account of India’s position as an important global
power, or does it imply a pursuit of a strategic interest? Moreover, if it is indeed
arising out of a conscious self-interest, what are the issues that India tends to priori-
tize? To answer these questions, let us examine the revealed policy stance, tone, and
the negotiating approach of India in agricultural trade negotiations at the WTO.

3.1 Passive coalition member or active pursuit of strategic self-interest?

India’s overall negotiating approach has been to forge broad-based coalitions with
other developing country members. Given its economically dominant position and
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a willingness to provide ‘club goods’ to coalition members such as maintaining
coalition unity and offering technical support (Narlikar, 2011: 1616), India has
often joined forces with many diverse groups of developing country coalitions
such as the Like-Minded Group (LMG), South Asian Association for Regional
Co-operation (SAARC), the G-77 as a key leader and even engaged with the
Asian Developing Members, African Group, G-90 and the LDCs to raise specific
issues (Efstathopoulos and Kelly, 2014). Prior to the 11th Ministerial Conference
at Buenos Aires, India joined China to submit a detailed proposal on a wide
range of issues aimed at reducing distortions in global agricultural trade (WTO,
2017b). As part of such coalitions, India has not shied away from raising diverse
issues that may not be in-line with its domestic policy stance. In fact, it has remained
an active leader of coalitions with often divergent interests, as exemplified by its
role in the G-20 and the G-33. The interests of the G-204 group in agricultural
negotiations are primarily expansionary, focussed on increasing their exports,
driven by the higher importance of agriculture in their total exports and their pos-
ition as net agricultural exporters (Table 4). The group’s primary interest lies in
reversing protectionism in the developed world, while retaining some flexibility
for developing countries in opening up their markets (Conceição-Heldt, 2013;
Aggarwal, 2005). On the other hand, the G-33 group5 is comprised of countries
that largely have defensive positions in the negotiations, driven by a higher import-
ance of agriculture in their total imports and a low to negative agricultural trade
balance (Table 4). The group’s primary interest lies in protecting their vulnerable
domestic producers from the volatilities in international trade (Matthews, 2014;
Farsund et al., 2015; Polaski, 2005). India’s core interests seem to diverge from
both those of the G-20 and the G-33, with much lower importance given to both
total agricultural exports and imports. India also maintains a largely neutral
trade balance.

Despite following an over-arching coalition-building approach, India has not
shied away from taking aggressive postures, or feared global isolation, in pursuing
its negotiating agenda. India’s ‘hard-line approach’ was set since the pre-Doha
negotiations when it tried to resist the launch of the Doha Round negotiations
before ensuring adequate progress on the AoA from the previous Uruguay
round, a stance that nearly isolated India on the global stage (Efstathopoulos
and Kelly, 2014). That India was prepared to go alone and stand firm on its nego-
tiating position became evident from its key role in the collapse of the Doha Round
of negotiations in July 2008 (Narlikar, 2011; Wolfe, 2009; Hawkes and Plahe,
2013). It is exemplified by the statement of India’s Minister for Commerce, at
the WTO that ‘I made it very clear in these talks that I am willing to negotiate

4 A coalition of 23 developing country members pressing for ambitious reforms of agriculture in devel-
oped countries with some flexibility for developing countries.

5 A coalition of 48 developing countries pressing for flexibility for developing countries to undertake
limited market opening in agriculture. Also called ‘Friends of Special Products’ in agriculture.
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commerce. I am not willing to negotiate livelihood security’ (Pritchard, 2009: 304).
While a portion of the blame for stalling the Doha Round in 2008 was also attrib-
uted to the US and its inflexible positions on the special safeguards mechanism
(SSM) (Wolfe, 2009; Hopewell, 2015), India almost became completely isolated
at the Bali Ministerial Conference in 2013. India adopted a unilateral stance
solely to ensure its food security interests (subsidy program) and blocked the
Trade Facilitation Agreement, which was the first multilateral trade deal in two
decades (Wilkinson et al., 2014; Diaz-Bonilla, 2014; Tangermann, 2016;
Schnepf, 2014). India’s veto met with considerable criticism, with even the G-33
partners reluctant to support India’s position, which found support only from
South Africa, Bolivia, Cuba, and Venezuela (Babu, 2014).

From the above discussion, it is clear that India is not merely content being a
passive coalition member, or even merely representing the interests of its partners
as a coalition leader. It has not hesitated from taking positions that threatened to
derail the entire global trade negotiations regime, which indicates pursuit of a stra-
tegic self-interest, despite an overall coalition-building approach. While in the
initial Ministerials such as Doha and Cancun, India largely sought to speak
together with coalition members, in recent times it has tended to adopt a more uni-
lateral position. Even though it still maintains a polemical rhetoric that addresses its
allies among developing countries and helps it lead different coalitions, India has
increasingly been willing to strike bilateral deals. For instance, India struck a bilat-
eral arrangement with the US post-Bali that signaled India’s support of US interests
in other areas of trade negotiations, as long as its food security concerns were
recognized (Wilkinson, 2015). With a recognition that India has indeed sought
to pursue its strategic self-interests, often in divergence with coalition partners’

Table 4. Importance of agriculture in total trade for G-20 and G-33 members,
2015

Key characteristics of G-20
and G-33 coalitions in
agriculture negotiations

Average share of
agriculture in total
merchandize exports
(%)

Average share of
agriculture in total
merchandize imports
(%)

Average net share of
agri trade in total
merchandize trade (%)

G-20 (total = 23) 29.3 10.9 6.5
G-20 excl. common 35.6 10.2 10.3

G-33 (total = 47) 24.4 15.7 −2.2
G-33 excl. common 24.5 17.2 −4.1

Both Groups (total = 13) 24.0 11.6 3.4
India 13.2 7.1 1.1
India’s rank in G-20 16 17 15
India’s rank in G-33 28 43 14

Note: (1) The data for Cuba, which is part of both groups is not available and has not been considered
Source: World Trade Statistical Review 2016 (WTO, 2016a).
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views, it is important to discern the negotiating stance and key issues of interest to
India.

3.2 Protectionist stance

Although India has often submitted detailed proposals covering all aspects of agri-
culture negotiations (WTO, 2001), its hard-line positions at critical junctures reveal
a protectionist stance to global agricultural trade. In the pre-Seattle submissions in
1999, India advocated strengthening of S&D treatment for developing members in
the form of a continued government support program to manage issues of price
volatility, food security, and self-reliance in production (WTO, 1999a, 1999b,
1998a, 1998b). Even though India argued for trade liberalization as part of the
G-20, it reconciled its interest by having the G-20 incorporate the demand for
strengthening S&D treatment under Article 6 of the AoA, and for fine-tuning the
green box measures to suit developing country needs (Conceição-Heldt, 2013;
Aggarwal, 2005). India also championed the concept of the ‘development box’
or ‘livelihood security box’6 in successive ministerial negotiations (Wolfe, 2009;
Priyadarshi, 2004). Later, as part of the G-33 coalition, India championed the
cause of ‘special safeguards mechanism’ (SSM), meant to protect a developing
nation against a sudden surge in imports, making it the central point of the collapse
at Doha in 2008. Most recently, it has strongly argued for finding a solution that
would ensure its public stockholding program for food security purposes does
not fall foul of its WTO commitments. Its unilateral stance on food security was
at that time a significant departure from the collective view of the G-33
members, many of who do not even have major public stockholding programs.
It is only later that some of the other developing countries, such as China,
Indonesia, Nigeria, and Turkey also increased their domestic support for
farmers, although none of these has made it a focal point of its negotiating strategy
as yet (Scott, 2017). Overall, it can be concluded that India has largely adopted a
protectionist stance in the agricultural negotiations (Narlikar, 2006, 2013),
trying to preserve a status quo in its domestic agricultural production base and
food markets.

From the above discussion, it is quite evident that India has played an aggressive
role in pursuing its protectionist agenda on agriculture and has not hesitated from
taking positions that threatened to derail the entire global trade negotiations
regime. Its aggressive role has however been couched with the legitimacy arising
out of its coalition approach, carefully cultivated by aligning with nations with
interests divergent from its domestic policy priorities. As such, India has striven

6 As an alternative to the extant Green, Blue and Amber boxes, the Livelihood Security Box was envi-
saged to include policies that would provide market access for the crops produced by low income and poor
farmers with higher levels of domestic support in keeping with Article 6.2 of the Agreement on Agriculture
(AoA).
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to maintain a tight balance between championing group interests and pushing its
individual interests. However, under pressure, India seems to behave as a big
power rather than as a coalition leader.

4. A bundle of contradictions?

From the standalone analysis of India’s domestic agricultural policy orientation in
Section 2 and a review of its international negotiation positions in Section 3, one
could perceive several contradictions. Further, these policies often deviate from
the domestic imperative of alleviating agrarian distress that could potentially be
pursued through a combination of output growth driven by enhancement of
export competitiveness, and reduction of the multitude of vulnerabilities faced by
the Indian farmers. It may be noted here that while one of the key domestic agricul-
tural policy objectives is indeed to maintain price stability and ensure food at an
affordable cost for the consuming population, the core of policy interventions
must address the agrarian crisis through a focus on productivity growth, thereby
protecting the livelihood of those who are directly or indirectly involved in agricul-
ture, which in India is staggeringly high. India’s policy seems to exhibit contradic-
tions and falters in attaining these objectives. The above analysis reveals the
following facts.

First, India has maintained an unusual amount of interest in agriculture when it
comes to international negotiations, despite its limited importance to overall trade
prospects and its limited and steadily declining influence in the domestic policy
arena. This by itself may not be abnormal as the scenario may be true for most
of the developed and developing countries. However, it is notable that India’s
aggressive posture on agriculture at the trade negotiations has threatened even to
block the overall global trade liberalization process, despite India having a consid-
erable stake in the services sector negotiations (Conceição-Heldt, 2013) which is of
far greater significance to India’s international trade.

Second, despite India’s comparative advantage in agricultural products and the
potential to enhance exports that could improve livelihood and productivities of its
large farm-dependent population, India has largely followed a defensive and pro-
tectionist approach in both domestic and international policy arenas. While the
WTO regime offers India significant latitude for a more expansionary strategy
for an export-led growth model, it has largely maintained a domestic orientation
of crop mix, with limited investments going towards enhancing its international
trade competitiveness. In the absence of such a strategy, the agricultural sector
remains in deep distress, merely hoping for the non-agricultural sectors to take
away surplus labor, hope that is belied by experience.

Third, despite the limited export orientation and lack of focus on enhancing its
exports, India remains an integral part and a key leader of the G-20 that com-
prises nations with primarily expansionary export interests in the negotiations.
As part of the alliance, India has also submitted detailed proposals meant for
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liberalizing agricultural trade, even though its domestic policy orientation has
been rather defensive and protectionist. As a result, there seems to be limited
follow-up planning to take advantage of India’s proposed liberalization plan at
the WTO.

Fourth, while the protectionist thrust to negotiations makes India a natural
partner in the G-33 group, its policy priorities are different. The G-33 group
remains largely concerned about the livelihood security of their vulnerable
farmers and seeks to protect them from international price volatility. However,
India’s domestic support (MSP regime) and tariff policies seem to be more oriented
towards maintaining stability in prices of agriculture products with the consuming
public in focus, rather than focussing on the creation of a viable agriculture produc-
tion cycle for the producers. In other words, though India has assumed leadership
of the G-33 coalition, which emphasizes protection of their domestic producers, its
domestic policy prioritizes the consumer interest rather than the producer interest.
India maintains an elaborate food subsidy program, which most G-33 coalition
partners cannot afford.

Fifth, India despite its divergence of core interests from both G-20 and G-33
groups, has chosen to go with a largely coalition-building approach to agriculture
negotiations. While negotiation strategy may justify such an approach, one fails to
understand India’s unilateral positions, like the ones seen at Geneva in 2008 and
Bali in 2013, which to a large extent go against the collective stand taken by the
coalition partners. To pursue its individual interests, India chose to distance itself
from the coalition partners, and even went back from its promised positions to
its own detriment. Such actions, despite limited pressures of agriculture from the
domestic political economy standpoint, are indeed quite unexpected.

Finally, India’s domestic agriculture policy seems to focus on maintaining ‘status
quo’ as highlighted in Section 2. In the absence of any major thrust to either realign
crop mix or to stimulate growth and productivity enhancements through adequate
public investments, the policy focus lies in only mitigating any major adverse
impact from the opening up of global markets. Yet, India has been at the forefront
of developing country coalitions that argue for substantial changes in the inter-
national agricultural trade regime in favor of developing nations. On the other
hand, it is mostly the developed nations like EU, US, and Japan that have attempted
to retain status quo in the global agricultural trade order in a bid to protect their
domestic interests.

5. An explanation for the contradictions

From the above discussion, it is evident that India’s international negotiating posi-
tions seem to be at variance with both its domestic policy needs and its current
focus on maintaining a protectionist policy stance that emphasizes the status quo
in domestic production base. Previous literature on India’s international negotiat-
ing positions on agriculture seems to emphasize a kind of convergence with the
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domestic political economy. For instance, Conceição-Heldt (2013) argues that the
food and livelihood security of 700 million farmers is behind India’s protectionist
stance. Other scholars have also noted that India’s international policy remains
driven by the need to protect the vulnerable agriculture sector, even as India pro-
motes liberalization of other sectors like services (Efstathopoulos and Kelly,
2014; Narlikar, 2006). Others have located India’s approach as one of a ‘colonial
mindset’ and argue that influential domestic interests resist globalization through
the WTO, being unaware and hence wary of the full implications of the new
trade regime (Hurrell and Narlikar, 2006). However, most of these studies also
note that when it comes to finalization of the negotiating strategy, Indian producers
are hardly represented, unlike the organized business interests that influence policy
in other aspects of trade and commerce. India’s weak and unrepresentative farmer
unions, and ill-equipped NGOs fail to contribute to policy formulation which
remains the purview of government officials (Priyadarshi, 2004; Narlikar, 2006;
Conceição-Heldt, 2013). This limited representation of farmers’ interests during
international policy formulation assumes special importance, given that some
leaders of farmer movements in India, like Sharad Joshi of the Shetkari
Sangathan (S. S. Joshi, 2010), as well as scholars of farmer movements (Sharma,
2004), have periodically argued for a more aggressive approach to the opening
up of global markets for Indian agricultural produce. Thus, this line of argument
fails to establish whether it is indeed the producers’ interests or simply official bur-
eaucratic and policy resistance to any large-scale changes or the ‘status quo’
approach to agriculture policy that is behind India’s negotiating stance. Further,
the food security and livelihood security concerns are often confounded as ‘produ-
cer concerns’ with limited recognition that food security concerns may arise out of
the interests of Indian consumers rather than the producers. In any case, the multi-
tude of contradictions between the international position and domestic imperatives
for agricultural revival, as highlighted in Sections 2 and 4 above, remain unad-
dressed in the extant literature that links international policy positions to the
domestic political economy.

Another line of international relations scholarship sees India’s activist position in
the Doha agricultural trade negotiations as merely an attempt to emerge as a sign-
ificant player in global economic governance (Hopewell, 2015; Hurrell and
Narlikar, 2006; Efstathopoulos, 2012; Flemes, 2009). From this vantage point,
despite limited policy focus on agriculture, India could simply be using the agricul-
tural agreement as a bargaining chip for addressing Non-Agricultural Market
Access (NAMA) issues. Some other international relations scholars have attributed
India’s role to its historical legacy of being a non-aligned power or its pursuit of an
equitable and just global trade architecture (Efstathopoulos and Kelly, 2014;
Hurrell and Narlikar, 2006). However, such explanations fail to account for the
fact that, despite ‘Green Room’ access, India’s role in the international system is
merely seen as one of a ‘veto-player’ rather than an ‘agenda setter’, with very
few instances where India has successfully managed to influence outcomes in its
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favour (Narlikar, 2011, 2013). Further, like most other nations, India has only
accepted its position in the ‘Green Room’ to the exclusion of its coalition partners,
while doing little to advocate changes to the core negotiations process. An aggres-
sive approach, like the one at Bali, has not only threatened to hamper India’s
stature in the international arena but often isolated it as an ‘irresponsible power’
(Efstathopoulos and Kelly, 2014; Narlikar, 2011). It may also have repercussions
on India’s coalition strategy and its ability to continue assuming the leadership role
for different developing country coalitions, like the G-20 and G-33, in the future.
As such, the rationale for India’s international policy stance as being merely a
bid to gain power in the global trade order fails to completely explain the contra-
dictions between domestic and international policies, providing a limited explan-
ation for India’s unilateral (veto) positions on some aspects of the agricultural
trade. It points towards a strong rationale for India’s pursuit of particular posi-
tions, especially on protecting the food security program, at the WTO agricultural
negotiations.

Based on the above discussion, we see that the literature analyzing India’s inter-
national policy positions with regard to agriculture fails to adequately explain the
seeming contradictions between the domestic and international policy stance and
the domestic policy priorities for protecting and stimulating the agricultural
sector in India. It is clear that India does have strong strategic self-interests with
regard to agricultural negotiations, independent of its international relations’ pri-
orities. However, the driver for this interest in agriculture remains unclear. While
the producer concerns have remained over-emphasized, the rationale for India’s
food security program has remained under-acknowledged. We offer an alternate
explanation by focusing on the recent trends in the domestic political economy
that has seen a declining influence of farming interests along with the emergence
of newer interest groups and imperatives for maintaining its public stockholding
program for food security.

5.1 Declining political influence of agricultural producers

Given the numerical advantage of the agricultural workforce, one would expect it
to exert significant influence in the domestic political economy. Indeed, the extant
political economy literature from the 1980s till early 2000s points towards the
strong and growing influence of ‘rural agrarian elite’, whose interests arose from
land and the rural agrarian economy (Bardhan, 1999; Rudolph and Rudolph,
1987). Variously categorized as ‘agrarian bourgeoisie’ (Vanaik, 1990), ‘kulaks’
(Omvedt, 1981), or ‘bullock capitalists’ (Rudolph and Rudolph, 1987), this agrar-
ian class seemed to enforce some sort of a relative power equilibrium with their
urban counterparts – industrial capitalists and professionals (Bardhan, 1999). It
manifested in large-scale farmer movements that often pitted the ‘town versus coun-
tryside’, articulating that the state policy was marginalizing the interests of the
agrarian population in favor of urban population (Varshney, 1998). Often, these
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movements were successful in ensuring higher procurement prices, and greater sub-
sidies for fertilizers, power, and other agricultural inputs (Frankel, 2006).

However, there is near consensus in the recent political economy literature that
the agricultural sector no longer commands the importance and influence it did in
the 1970s and 1980s, even though scholars offer varying explanations for this phe-
nomenon. Often, scholars trace this decline in policy focus around agriculture to
the advent of liberalization reforms that empowered the non-agricultural sectors
(Bhattacharya, 2014; R. Singh and Singh, 2009). Atul Kohli (2007, 2009) has
written extensively about a definitive shift from left-leaning, anti-capitalist rhetoric
and policies that looked at agriculture as one of the critical sectors, towards a
‘rightward shift’ and ‘pro-business’ growth orientation that firmly focused on
the corporate and industrial sectors. Even, Pranab Bardhan who had earlier pre-
sented a three-class dominant coalition model of India’s political economy that
firmly placed the ‘rural agrarian elite’ at the centre-stage of policy focus
(Bardhan, 1999), admitted that the liberalization reforms carried out by India in
the 1990s have subordinated the position of agrarian elites and placed industrial
bourgeoisie firmly in the position to set the policy agenda of the government
(Bardhan, 2009). Partha Chatterjee (2008) and Kalyan Sanyal (2007), on the
other hand, see this as a gradual process, described as the ‘passive revolution’ of
capital that marginalized the position of the landed agrarian economy.

However, these would only be a partial explanation for the waning influence of
farmers, as it does not address why the state lost its interest in cultivating a rural
agricultural constituency that could have yielded rich political dividends.
Ashutosh Varshney (1993) attributes this to the cross-cutting nature of rural iden-
tities (caste, ethnic, and religious) that divided the rural farm movements, thereby,
enabling the state to ignore agrarian interests while embarking on reforms that saw
the industrial sector as the primary engine of growth post the 1990s (ibid.). Further,
the extensive sociological literature has established that the constraints on agricul-
tural growth failed to support the rising aspirations of the rural farming elite, who
began to see their futures outside of agriculture. It led to an overall cultural decline
of the idea of farming and the discursive construction of the village (Nandy, 2001;
Parry, 2004; D. Gupta, 2005; Mines and Yazgi, 2010). As a result, the sources of
power and authority in rural areas underwent a dramatic shift with a de-linking of
agricultural land as the primary source of power and a move towards more fluid
sources of authority like liaising with political and administrative officials for
access to state welfare schemes (P. Gupta and Thakur, 2017).

The waning influence of agricultural producers in the domestic political economy
has meant that farmer movements that articulated the producers’ interests have
declined since the 1990s, and the issues of increasing MSPs for farm produce or
increasing input subsidies have taken a backseat (Varshney, 2014). While the
issue of farmer suicides manages to attract political attention, there are limited
popular demands for ensuring a large-scale revival of agricultural productivity
and growth. As a result, the Indian state continues to remain worried about any
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sudden large-scale disruptions that could cause sudden unrest, even while continu-
ing to let the sector suffer from gradual neglect. This analysis helps explain why
Indian domestic policy has failed to adequately address the core interests or pro-
blems of its producers, and why India has adopted a defensive stance in agricultural
negotiations at the WTO, despite significant latitude for a more expansionary
strategy. However, the impetus of rising food subsidies remains to be explained.

5.2 Political imperative for food subsidies

While the agricultural producers’ in India find it increasingly difficult to exert
influence on shaping agricultural policies, two new political constituencies now
constrain policy choices against any large-scale disruption in domestic food
markets and in favor of expanding the food subsidies. These include (i) an
inflation-wary middle-class population that sets the mainstream policy discourse,
and (ii) a burgeoning population of vulnerable sections of society who have
failed to benefit from India’s economic growth and increasingly require needs-
based subsidies to ensure subsistence. Firstly, food inflation has become an import-
ant political issue in recent times given the volatility in prices, and the large contri-
bution of food in India’s overall inflation basket. Since the increase in global food
prices, markedly felt post-2007–2008, India like some other emerging powers such
as China, Indonesia, Nigeria, and Turkey among others, has felt the need to tame
food inflation (Scott, 2017). Scholars have written extensively about how the Public
Distribution System (PDS) policy tries to address the concerns of food inflation in
recent times, by maintaining large buffer stocks to be released for managing food
prices. They have also noted how managing food inflation has become an import-
ant political issue (Bandara, 2013; Kotwal et al., 2011). As food inflation also
impacts the ‘middle classes’ that remain the most influential stakeholder in
media debates and policy discourse in India, it has received disproportionate atten-
tion compared to other social issues. For instance, Sinha et al. (2014) note that the
discourse around food inflation has often overwhelmed the movement for producer
support mechanisms and even the National Food Security Act. They quote an activ-
ist as saying ‘Media never gave fertilizer space, but they gave price rise space’ (Sinha
et al., 2014). This concern for rising food prices leads to expansion of the PDS
scheme in a bid to maintain adequate buffer stocks to mitigate unforeseen inflation-
ary pressures. While the issue of food inflation often assumes center-stage in policy
debates, the role of India’s PDS policies in managing the same remains ideologically
colored. Mainstream media debates blame the rising food subsidies for causing
inflationary pressures in line with middle-class sensibilities (Chatterjee, 2008),
even though several scholars continue to emphasize the key role of MSP and
PDS policies in price stabilization (Sinha et al., 2014). Secondly, despite continued
fiscal pressures along with the distaste of the dominant ‘corporate capitalist’ and
‘middle classes’ towards any subsidies, the food subsidies remain an important
element of populist politics in India creating strong incentives for the expansion
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rather than curtailment of the food security program (Mooij, 1998, 1999). The
food subsidy has emerged as an important driver for decentralized politics in
India, influencing choices of elected politicians (Schneider and Sircar, 2014).
Mody (2016) has also analyzed the importance of distributive politics of PDS on
central elections, arguing that this program selectively benefits federal units that
are deemed important for electoral strategies like the ‘swing states’ or those with
larger representation in national parliament.

Why has food policy emerged as an important political tool in India’s political
economy when other concerns, like those of producers, have waned in influence
since the 1990s? The answer perhaps lies in the nature of the domestic political
economy. Most scholars agree that post the 1990s, while the industrial capitalist
class in India is now the dominant class and in a position to set the terms to
which other political formations can only respond, they still lack the political legit-
imacy to exercise their hegemony over other classes (Chatterjee, 2008; Bardhan,
2009). There is an increased realization that capital is unlikely to be able to
absorb losers from agriculture, and the process of structural transformation of
the economy is likely to remain incomplete. As a result, several sections of the popu-
lation have failed to reap benefits from India’s rapid economic growth since the
1990s and are likely to remain impoverished and economically vulnerable (Drèze
and Sen, 2013). It has almost created two parallel economies in India – one charac-
terized by the progressive and modern ‘corporate capital’ or the ‘formal sector’,
and the second by the large section of the population engaged in a largely inefficient
need-driven economy comprising the ‘informal sector’ (Sanyal, 2007; Chatterjee,
2008). The large informal sector, comprising of both farm and non-farm dependent
households, operates at low-income levels that are ill-equipped to sustain income or
consumption shocks. In such circumstances, the political legitimacy of the Indian
state is dependent on the ‘welfare governmentality’7 premised on the idea of the
state providing entitlements and capabilities to the citizens, in the form of subsidies
(Sanyal, 2007). At the same time, their marginalized position in the domestic political
economy has meant that instead of a sustained commitment to long-term policies to
reduce vulnerabilities, the political response is largely short-term, ad hoc and populist
in nature. As a result, the food subsidy policies also tend to prioritize the bare
minimum food-grain security and handling crises like droughts and famines,
rather than looking at longer-term initiatives of nutrition security (Banik, 2016).

Thus, we can see that despite the limited influence of agriculture in the policy
space, the government is faced with the reality of an ever-burgeoning need to
provide consumption subsidies to the mostly poor and vulnerable ‘consumers’.

7 Borrowing from Foucault (Foucault, 1991), welfare governmentality refers to the management of
social subjectivities by the state towards aligning the society on the premise of a common goal of promoting
welfare. The activities of welfare governmentality would entail shifting classifications of the population as
targets of government policies and schemes, for instance, the food security policies in the present context
(Sanyal, 2007).
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While doing so, it largely ignores that a large portion of them might also be ‘pro-
ducers’ and can benefit from a revival of the agricultural sector. It may also be
noted here that the government realizes that any large-scale disruption to agricul-
tural production processes could lead to further aggravation of the problem by
increasing the welfare dependence of the population. Therefore, agriculture con-
tinues to play an important role as a sink for ‘surplus labor’ in the economy. In
this context, the imperative to provide a substantial quantum of food-based con-
sumption subsidies to its large proportion of the low-income population, and the
demands of an assured price and supply protection to its middle-class consumers
emerge as the vital policy concern for the Indian agricultural sector. This imperative
accounts for India’s aggressive posture in agricultural trade negotiations focused on
protecting its food security policies.

With this insight, India’s core interests seem to be divergent from most of its
developing country coalition partners in the G-20, who are looking at agriculture
negotiations from the perspective of enhanced and equitable market access and
thus argue for across the board reduction in subsidies and tariff barriers. India’s
interests are also divergent from the G-33 nations who can ill-afford the elaborate
food subsidies provided by India. They are merely looking at protecting and advan-
cing the interests of their vulnerable farm population, through special and differen-
tial (S&D) treatment that provides them enhanced market access but allows them
the flexibility of maintaining adequate safeguard mechanisms. Given that India
lacks power and influence in the global trade architecture, it has been compelled
to forge coalitions with other developing countries to pursue its strategic national
interests couched in the legitimacy of broader developing country positions. This
explanation lends some credence to the argument that India seems to be the ‘ele-
phant hiding behind the mice’ (Schwab, 2011).

6. Concluding remarks and future implications

In this article, we have argued how India’s core policy focus has been on merely
preserving the status quo in domestic agricultural markets with regard to managing
food price inflation and prevention of any sudden shocks to the production process.
Further, the need to provide a large quantum of food-based consumption subsidies
for a large poor and vulnerable population remains an important driver for popu-
list politics. As such, India’s key concern to agricultural negotiations does not seem
to arise from agriculture per se but from the need to maintain its food security
program. Our discussion has significant implications for India’s negotiating behav-
ior once it finds an acceptable solution to its problem of preserving its food security
program within the ambit of WTO AoA. With the recent shift towards direct cash
transfers of subsidy benefits (GOI, 2017), such a solution may be on the anvil. It
partly explains why after the US–India bilateral understanding/informal arrange-
ment that provided India with hopes of a permanent peace clause and assurance
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on being able to pursue its food security objectives (Wilkinson, 2015), India has
backed down from its aggressive negotiating positions on agriculture with
limited other gains. It raises questions about the sustainability of India’s aggressive
role in agricultural negotiations and the nature of coalitions going forward.

We may have already seen the start of a new Indian negotiating approach at the
Nairobi Ministerial in 2016. At Nairobi, India agreed to endorse the agreement on
export competition in agriculture de-linking it from other aspects of the agriculture
negotiations which have now been relegated to the status of continued negotiations
under the ‘best endeavor’ basis. These include vital aspects like SSM safeguards,
permanent solution for livelihood protection programs of developing countries,
distortionary cotton subsidies, or preferential treatment for the LDCs (WTO,
2015b). This position was not only a major negotiating strategy for the developing
countries to ensure developed countries did not pick and choose the agenda items
that suited them, but also was painstakingly followed by India to ensure its interests
remained protected. It also seems to be a reversal of the nature of Doha
Development Agenda as a single undertaking that sought to link all the key
aspects of the trade negotiations and is a significant setback to the prospects of
establishing a more equitable agricultural trade architecture (Scott, 2017;
Wilkinson et al., 2016). The de-linking of trade agreements and even the export
competition in agriculture from other aspects of agricultural negotiations thus
marks a significant compromise on India’s and its coalition partners’ negotiating
positions, without any commensurate gains (Kanth, 2016). Further, the statement
of India’s Minister of Commerce and Industry at the Nairobi Ministerial highlights
India’s new-found casual approach to agriculture negotiations. At Nairobi, she
merely expressed her surprise and displeasure at crucial changes that were
missed or ‘slipped through’ in the adopted declaration, despite India having been
a privileged participant to the ‘Green Room’ drafting and negotiating process
(WTO, 2016b). The fact that India did not even attend the meeting convened to
discuss the SSM aspects at Nairobi further reflects India’s waning interest
(Kanth, 2016). In the run-up to the Buenos Aires Ministerial as well, the new
Indian commerce minister Mr Suresh Prabhu also indicated that India was unlikely
to aggressively push further on agricultural issues if it had sufficient reassurance
regarding preserving its food security program and would, instead, focus on
other trade issues like services, e-commerce, and others (Seetha, 2017; Kanth,
2017; A. R. Mishra, 2017). However, the deadlock at Buenos Aires between US
and India over the issue of a permanent solution for public stockholding for
food security purposes, makes it amply clear that India is unlikely to compromise
its position on food security, especially when it sees no major gains in other areas
(Scroll Staff, 2017).

While the above analysis has implications for the role of India in the global trade
negotiations going forward, it also helps distill the substantial policy gaps that
remain unaddressed on the domestic policy front. Given that agriculture is likely
to continue as the mainstay of a large proportion of the Indian population in the
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near future and the rising subsidy bill can rapidly become unmanageable, there is
an urgent need to push for a revival of the domestic agricultural economy for inclu-
sive growth. It calls for substantial policy focus and sustained interventions in
addressing the growing problem of agrarian distress. Through greater investments
in improving infrastructure support to its farmers in terms of supply chain infra-
structure creation, research and extension services, volatility protection policies,
and other mechanisms, there is significant potential to improve India’s export com-
petitiveness and to enhance and exploit its existing comparative advantage. Many
of these requisite policy interventions can very well remain compliant with the
existing WTO AoA framework. It would also require a reorientation in the nego-
tiating strategy from defensive focus to proactive effort for exploring market access
opportunities. While this would be more consistent with the domestic policy needs
of export-led agricultural growth, it would also resemble the negotiating orienta-
tion of most developing countries.

References

Aggarwal, R. (2005), ‘Dynamics of Agriculture Negotiations in the World Trade Organization’, Journal of
World Trade, 39(4): 741–761.

Agricultural Census (2017), ‘Agriculture Census India’, National Informatics Centre, Department of
Agriculture and Co-operation, Agricultural Census Division.

Anderson, K. (2016), Agricultural Trade, Policy Reforms, and Global Food Security, New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Arora, V. P. S. (2013), ‘Agricultural Policies in India: Retrospect and Prospect’, Agricultural Economics
Research Review, 26(2): 135–157.

Babu, R. R. (2014), ‘The Post-Bali Debacle and India’s Strategy at the WTO: A Legal and Policy
Perspective’, Indian Institute of Management Calcutta WPS 754.

Bandara, J. S. (2013), ‘What Is Driving India’s Food Inflation? A Survey of Recent Evidence’, South Asia
Economic Journal, 14(1): 127–156.

Banik, D. (2016), ‘The Hungry Nation: Food Policy and Food Politics in India’, Food Ethics, 1: 29–45.
Bardhan, P. (1999), The Political Economy of Development in India: Expanded Edition with an Epilogue

on the Political Economy of Reform in India, New Delhi: Oxford University Press.
——– (2009), ‘Notes on the Political Economy of India’s Tortuous Transition’, Economic and Political

Weekly, 44(49): 31–36.
Basu, D., K. Misra, and D. Das (2016), ‘Farmer Suicides in India Trends across Major States, 1995–2011’,

Economic and Political Weekly, 51(21): 61–65.
Bhattacharya, Sudipta (2014), Two Decades of Market Reform in India: Some Dissenting Views, edited by

S. Bhattacharya, Delhi: Anthem Press.
Bisaliah, S., S. Mahendra Dev, S. Saifullah, and D. Sarkar (2014), Asset and Liability Portfolio of Farmers,

New Delhi: Academic Foundation.
Brink, L., D. Orden, and G. Datz (2013), ‘BRIC Agricultural Policies through a WTO Lens’, Journal of

Agricultural Economics, 64(1): 197–216.
Central Statistical Office (CSO) (2016), Summary of Macroeconomic Aggregates, Central Statistical Office,

Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, Government of India.
Chakraborty, D. (2010), ‘Searching for the Missing Link: India’s “Negotiation Strategy” at the WTO?’, in

A. Barua and R. M. Stern (eds.), The WTO and India: Issues and Negotiating Strategies,
Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan, pp. 65–87.

Chand, R. (2010), ‘WTO Agriculture Negotiations and India’, in A. Barua and R. M. Stern (eds.), The
WTO and India: Issues and Negotiating Strategies, Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan, pp. 123–141.

International Postering amidst Domestic Neglect 425

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083


Chatterjee, P. (2008), ‘Democracy and Economic Transformation in India’, Economic and Political
Weekly, 19 April 2008, pp. 53–62.

Clapp, J. (2015), ‘Food Security and Contested Agricultural Trade Norms’, Journal of International Law
and International Relations, 11(2): 104–115.

Conceição-Heldt, Eugénia da (2013), ‘Emerging Powers in WTO Negotiations: The Domestic Sources of
Trade Policy Preferences’, The International Trade Journal, 27(5): 431–449.

Deshpande, R. S. and S. Arora (2010), Agrarian Crisis and Farmer Suicides, edited by R. S. Deshpande and
S. Arora, New Delhi: SAGE Publications India.

Deshpande, R. S. and N. Prabhu (2005), ‘Farmers’ Distress: Proof beyond Question’, Economic and
Political Weekly, 40(44/45): 4663–4665.

Diaz-Bonilla, E. (2014), ‘On Food Security Stocks, Peace Clauses, and Permanent Solutions after Bali’,
International Food Policy Research Institute Discussion Paper 1388.

Dorin, B., J. C. Hourcade, and M. Benoit-Cattin (2013), ‘A World without Farmers? The Lewis Path
Revisited’, CIRED Working Papers 47–2013.

Drèze, J. and A. Sen (2013), An Uncertain Glory: India and Its Contradictions, Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Economic and Political Weekly Research Foundation (EPWRF) (2017), India Time Series, Economic and
Political Weekly Research Foundation.

Efstathopoulos, C. (2012), ‘Leadership in the WTO: Brazil, India and the Doha Development Agenda’,
Cambridge Review of International Affairs, 25(2): 269–293.

Efstathopoulos, C. and D. Kelly (2014), ‘India, Developmental Multilateralism and the Doha Ministerial
Conference’, Third World Quarterly, 35(6): 1066–1081.

Fan, S., A. Gulati, and S. Thorat (2008), ‘Investment, Subsidies, and Pro-Poor Growth in Rural India’,
Agricultural Economics, 39(2): 163–170.

Farsund, A. A., C. Daugbjerg, and O. Langhelle (2015), ‘Food Security and Trade: Reconciling Discourses
in the Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Trade Organization’, Food Security, 7(2):
383–391.

Flemes, D. (2009), ‘India–Brazil–South Africa (IBSA) in the New Global Order Interests, Strategies and
Values of the Emerging Coalition’, International Studies, 46(4): 401–421.

Foucault, M. (1991), ‘Governmentality’, in C. Gordon, G. Burchell, and P. Miller (eds.), The Foucault
Effect: Studies in Governmentality, Harvester Wheatsheaf, pp. 87–104.

Frankel, F. R. (2006), India’s Political Economy: The Gradual Revolution (1947–2004), New Delhi:
Oxford University Press.

Government of India (GOI) (2017), ‘Economic Survey 2016–17’, Department of Economic Affairs,
Economic Division, Ministry of Finance, Government of India, Delhi.

Gupta, Dipankar (2005), ‘Whither the Indian Village: Culture and Agriculture in “Rural” India’, Economic
and Political Weekly, 40(8): 751–758.

——– (2015), ‘The Importance of Being “Rurban”’, Economic and Political Weekly, 50(24): 37–43.
Gupta, P. and M. Thakur (2017), ‘The Changing Rural-Agrarian Dominance: A Conceptual Excursus’,

Sociological Bulletin, 66(1): 42–57.
Harriss-White, B. (2008), ‘Introduction: India’s Rainfed Agricultural Dystopia’, The European Journal of

Development Research, 20(4): 549–561.
Hawkes, S. and J. K. Plahe (2013), ‘Worlds Apart: The WTO’s Agreement on Agriculture and the Right to

Food in Developing Countries’, International Political Science Review, 34(1): 21–38.
Himanshu, P. J. (2014), ‘Rural Non-Farm Employment in India: Trends, Patterns and Regional

Dimensions’, India Rural Development Report 2013–14, Rural Development Network, Delhi:
Orient BlackSwan, pp. 81–106.

Himanshu, P. J. and G. Rodgers (2016), The Changing Village in India: Insights from Longitudinal
Research, New Delhi: Oxford University Press.

Hoda, A. and A. Gulati (2013), ‘India’s Agricultural Trade Policy and Sustainable Development’, ICTSD
Issue Paper 49, International Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development.

Hoda, A. and P. Terway (2015), ‘Credit Policy for Agriculture in India: An Evaluation’, Indian Council for
Research on International Economic Relations.

426 P R I Y A N S H U G U P T A A N D R . R A J E S H B A B U

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083


Hopewell, K. (2015), ‘Different Paths to Power: The Rise of Brazil, India and China at the World Trade
Organization’, Review of International Political Economy, 22(2): 311–338.

Hurrell, A. and A. Narlikar (2006), ‘A New Politics of Confrontation? Brazil and India in Multilateral
Trade Negotiations’, Global Society, 20(4): 415–433.

IDFC Rural Development Network (2014), India Rural Development Report 2013–14, Delhi: Orient
BlackSwan.

International Labour Organization (ILO) (2016), ‘Key Indicators of the Labour Market’, International
Labour Organization, Geneva.

Joshi, P. K., P. Kumar, and S. Parappurathu (2015), ‘Public Investment in Agricultural Research and
Extension in India’, The European Journal of Development Research, 27(3): 438–451.

Joshi, S. S. (2010), Down to Earth, New Delhi: Academic Foundation.
Kanth, D. R. (2016), ‘What Happened at Nairobi and Why: Dismantling of Doha Development Agenda

and India’s Role’, Economic and Political Weekly, 51(11).
——– (2017), ‘WTOMeet in Buenos Aires a Litmus Test for Suresh Prabhu’, Livemint, 8 December 2017.
Kohli, A. (2007), ‘State, Business, and Economic Growth in India’, Studies in Comparative International

Development, 42: 87–114.
——– (2009),Democracy and Development in India: From Socialism to Pro-Business, New Delhi: Oxford

University Press.
Kotwal, A., M. Murugukar, and B. Ramaswami (2011), ‘PDS Forever?’, Economic and Political Weekly,

46(21): 72–76.
Lewis, W. A. (1954), ‘Economic Development with Unlimited Supplies of Labour’, The Manchester

School, 22(2):139–191.
Lipton, M. (1977), Why Poor People Stay Poor: A Study of the Urban Bias in World Development,

London: Temple Smith.
——– (2006), ‘Can Small Farmers Survive, Prosper, or Be the Key Channel to Cut Mass Poverty?’,

Electronic Journal of Agricultural and Development Economics, 3(1): 58–85.
Mahajan, P. and P. Nanda (2011), ‘Structural Changes in Commodity Composition and Direction of

Agricultural Exports in India Under WTO Regime’, IUP Journal of Agricultural Economics, 8
(3):7–23.

Matthews, A. (2014), ‘Food Security and WTO Domestic Support Disciplines Post-Bali’, ICTSD
Programme on Agricultural Trade and Sustainable Development Geneva.

Mehta, S. and A. Kumar (2017), ‘Deconstructing the Enigma of Recent Farmers’ Protests in India’,
IndraStra Global 7.

Mendelsohn, O. (1993), ‘The Transformation of Authority in Rural India’, Modern Asian Studies, 27(4):
805–842.

Mines, D. P. and N. Yazgi (2010),Village Matters: Relocating Villages in the Contemporary Anthropology
of India, Delhi: Oxford University Press.

——– (2017), Economic Survey 2016–17, New Delhi: Ministry of Finance.
Ministry of Finance (2016), Economic Survey 2015–16, New Delhi: Ministry of Finance.
——– (2017), Economic Survey 2016–17, New Delhi: Ministry of Finance.
Mishra, A. R. (2017), ‘India Unlikely to Insist on Food Security Clause at WTO’s Buenos Aires Meet’,

Livemint, 11 December 2017.
Mishra, S. (2007), ‘Agrarian Scenario in Post-Reform India : A Story of Distress, Despair and Death’,

Indira Gandhi Institute of Development Research Working Paper, January.
Mody, A. (2016), ‘The Politics of Food Distribution in India’, New York University.
Mooij, J. (1998), ‘Food Policy and Politics: The Political Economy of the Public Distribution System in

India’, The Journal of Peasant Studies, 25(2): 77–101.
——– (1999), ‘Food Policy in India: The Importance of Electoral Politics in Policy Implementation’, Journal

of International Development, 11(4): 625–636.
Mukherjee, S. and P. Pal (2017), ‘Impediments to the Spread of Crop Insurance in India’, Economic and

Political Weekly, 52(35): 16–19.
Nandy, A. (2001),AnAmbiguous Journey to the City: The Village andOther Ruins of the Self in the Indian

Imagination, Delhi: Oxford University Press.

International Postering amidst Domestic Neglect 427

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083


Narayanan, S. (2014), ‘The National Food Security Act Vis-à-Vis the WTO Agreement on Agriculture’,
Economic and Political Weekly, 49(5): 41–46.

——– (2015), ‘Food Security in India: The Imperative and Its Challenges’, Asia and the Pacific Policy
Studies, 2(1): 197–209.

Narlikar, A. (2006), ‘Peculiar Chauvinism or Strategic Calculation? Explaining the Negotiating Strategy of
a Rising India’, International Affairs, 82(1): 59–76.

——– (2011), ‘Is India a Responsible Great Power?’, Third World Quarterly, 32(9): 1607–1621.
——– (2013), ‘India Rising: Responsible to Whom?’, International Affairs, 89(3): 595–614.
National Commission on Farmers (2004), ‘Serving Farmers and Saving Farming’, Ministry of Agriculture,

Government of India.
NSSO (2005), ‘India – Situation Assessment Survey of Farmers, 2003, NSS 59th Round’, Ministry of

Statistics and Programme Implementation, Government of India.
——– (2016), ‘India – Situation Assessment Survey of Agricultural Households, January–December 2013,

NSS 70th Round’, Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, Government of India.
Omvedt, G. (1981), ‘Capitalist Agriculture and Rural Classes in India’, Economic and Political Weekly, 16

(52): 140–159.
Parry, J. P (2003), ‘Nehru’s Dream and the Village “Waiting Room”: Long-Distance Labour Migrants to a

Central Indian Steel Town’, Contributions to Indian Sociology, 37(1and2): 218–249.
——– (2004), ‘Nehru’s Dream and the Village “Waiting Room”: Long-Distance Labour Migrants to a

Central Indian Steel Town’, in F. Osella and K. Gardner (eds.), Migration, Modernity and Social
Transformation in South Asia, New Delhi: Sage Publications.

Polaski, S. (2005), ‘Agricultural Negotiations at the WTO: First, Do No Harm’, Policy Outlook, June,
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.

Pritchard, B. (2009), ‘The LongHangover from the Second Food Regime: AWorld-Historical Interpretation
of the Collapse of the WTO Doha Round’, Agriculture and Human Values, 26: 297–307.

Priyadarshi, S. (2004), ‘Decision-Making Processes in India: The Case of the Agriculture Negotiations’,
Managing the Challenges of WTO Participation: Case Study, 15.

Purohit, K. (2015), ‘The Political Trilemma and India at the WTO’, Asian Journal of Public Affairs, 8(1):
3–24.

Reddy, D. N. and S. Mishra (2008), ‘Crisis in Agriculture and Rural Distress in Post-Reform India’, in
R. Radhakrishna (ed.), India Development Report, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, pp. 40–53.

——– (2009), Agrarian Crisis in India, edited by D. Narasimha Reddy and Srijit Mishra, Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Reserve Bank of India (RBI) (2016),Handbook of Statistics on Indian Economy 2015–16, Reserve Bank of
India.

Roy, D. and F. Doerr (2013), ‘Free Trade or Food Security – Did India Succeed at WTO Bali?’, Future of
Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture and Society, 1(2): 122–126.

Rudolph, L. I. and S. H. Rudolph (1987), In Pursuit of Lakshmi: The Political Economy of the Indian
State, New Delhi: Orient Longman Limited.

Sanyal, K. (2007), Rethinking Capitalist Development: Primitive Accumulation, Governmentality and
Post-Colonial Capitalism, New Delhi: Routledge.

Schneider, M. andN. Sircar (2014), ‘Whose Side Are YouOn? Identifying Distributive Preferences of Local
Politicians in India’, Annual Meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association.

Schnepf, R. (2014), ‘Agriculture in the WTO Bali Ministerial Agreement’, Congressional Research Service
Report 13.

Schwab, S. C. (2011), ‘After Doha:Why the Negotiations Are Doomed andWhatWe Should Do About It’,
Foreign Affairs, 90(3): 104–117.

Scott, J. (2017), ‘The Future of Agricultural Trade Governance in the World Trade Organization’,
International Affairs, 93(5): 519–543.

Scroll Staff (2017), ‘India and US Blame EachOther afterWTOConference Ends without Progress on Food
Security Concern’, Scroll, 15 December 2017.

Seetha (2017), ‘WTO’s Buenos AiresMinisterial Starts Today:Why It’s aMake-or-BreakMeeting for Both
Suresh Prabhu and Trade Body’, Firstpost, 10 December 2017.

428 P R I Y A N S H U G U P T A A N D R . R A J E S H B A B U

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083


Sharma, D. (2004), ‘WTO and Agriculture: “Green Box” Subsidies Must Go’, Economic and Political
Weekly, 1997–98.

Siddiqui, K. (2015), ‘Agrarian Crisis and Transformation in India’, Journal of Economics and Political
Economy, 2(1): 3–22.

Singh, R. and A.K.Singh (2009), ‘Agricultural Growth in the Reform Period: An Inter-State Study’, in S.
Singh and V. Ratna Reddy, Changing Contours of Asian Agriculture: Policies, Performances and
Challenges, New Delhi: Academic Foundation.

Sinha, D., B. Patnaik, V. Raaj, S. Bhattacharya, and A. Joshi (2014), ‘Popular Actions, State Reactions: The
Moral and Political Economy of Food in India’, Food Riots and Food Rights, Brighton/New Delhi:
Institute of Development Studies.

Tangermann, S. (2016), ‘Agriculture: Food Security and Trade Liberalization’, in J. N. Bhagwati,
P. Krishna, and A. Panagariya (eds.) The World Trade System: Trends and Challenges,
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, pp. 193–228.

Vakulabharanam, V. (2005), ‘Growth and Distress in a South Indian Peasant Economy during the Era of
Economic Liberalisation’, The Journal of Development Studies, 41(6): 971–997.

Vanaik, A. (1990), The Painful Transition: Bourgeois Democracy in India, London: Verso Books.
Varshney, A. (1993), ‘Self‐limited Empowerment: Democracy, Economic Development and Rural India’,

The Journal of Development Studies, 29(4): 177–215.
——– (1998), Democracy, Development, and the Countryside: Urban–Rural Struggles in India,

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
——– (2014), Battles Half Won: India’s Improbable Democracy, New Delhi: Penguin.
Walker, K. Le Mons (2008), ‘Neoliberalism on the Ground in Rural India: Predatory Growth, Agrarian

Crisis, Internal Colonization, and the Intensification of Class Struggle’, The Journal of Peasant
Studies, 35(4): 557–620.

Wilkinson, R. (2015), ‘Changing Power Relations in the WTO: Why the India–US Trade Agreement
Should Make Us Worry More, rather than Less, about Global Trade Governance’, Geoforum,
61:13–16.

Wilkinson, R., E. Hannah, and J. Scott (2014), ‘The WTO in Bali: What mc9 Means for the Doha
Development Agenda and Why It Matters’, Third World Quarterly, 35(6):1032–1050.

——– (2016), ‘The WTO in Nairobi: The Demise of the Doha Development Agenda and the Future of the
Multilateral Trading System’, Global Policy, 7(2): 247–255.

Wolfe, R. (2009), ‘The Special Safeguard Fiasco in the WTO: The Perils of Inadequate Analysis and
Negotiation’, World Trade Review, 8(4): 517–544.

World Bank Group (2014), Republic of India: Accelerating Agricultural Productivity Growth, The World
Bank.

WTO (1998a), ‘AIE/30: Submission by India on ‘Issues of Interest to Developing Countries’.’
——– (1998b), ‘AIE/44: Submission by India on ‘Food Security – An Important Non-Trade Concern’.’
——– (1999a), ‘WT/GC/W/152: Submission by India for the Preparatory Process for the Third Ministerial

Conference of the WTO’.
——– (1999b), ‘WT/GC/W/342: Submission by India for the Preparatory Process for the Third Ministerial

Conference of the WTO’.
——– (2001), Proposals by India in the Areas of: (I) Food Security, (Ii) Market Access, (Iii) Domestic

Support, and (Iv) Export Competition’, G/AG/NG/W/102.
——– (2015a), International Trade Statistics, World Trade Organization.
——– (2015b), Nairobi Ministerial Declaration, WT/MIN(15)/DEC.
——– (2016a), World Trade Statistical Review 2016, World Trade Organization.
——– (2016b), Summary Record of the Ninth Meeting, Ministerial Conference, Tenth Session, Nairobi,

WT/MIN(15)/SR/9, 15–18 December 201.
——– (2017a), Address by Mr Suresh Prabhu, Minister of Commerce and Industry, India, at the Plenary

Session of the 11th Ministerial Conference of the WTO.
——– (2017b), ‘Elimination of AMS to Reduce Distortions in Global Agricultural Trade’, Submission by

China and India, Job/AG/102.

International Postering amidst Domestic Neglect 429

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745618000083

	International Posturing amidst Domestic Neglect: India's Agricultural Policy Examined
	Introduction
	Domestic drivers of Indian agriculture policy
	Locating the problem: a Lewis trap?
	Unrealized potential for an export-led growth strategy
	Farmer protection and support policies: producer or consumer centric?

	India's posture at the WTO agriculture negotiations
	Passive coalition member or active pursuit of strategic self-interest?
	Protectionist stance

	A bundle of contradictions?
	An explanation for the contradictions
	Declining political influence of agricultural producers
	Political imperative for food subsidies

	Concluding remarks and future implications
	References


