BINA AGARWAL

HE budget aims at econo-
mic growth and social prot-
ection. Thisiswelcome. So
are provisions for financial inclu-
sion, housing, water, sanitation and
. rural electrification. But there are
also substantial cuts in crucial social
sectors and key omissions that are
likely to undermine its stated eco-
nomicobjectives. Consider agricul-
ture, environment and women.
First, double-digit growthor
poverty reduction is unlikelywitho-
utstrong, sustained agricultural gr-
owth.In2014-15, agriculture grew
at 1.1 per cent. The budget plansto
- revive it by expandingirrigation,
watershed development, introduci-
ngsoil health cards, agro-industry
and a national agricultural market.
Irrigation and watershed develop-
ment are clearlyimportant. Butso-
mething seriously ails irrigation:
only35 per centofarable land isirr-
igated after almost 65 years of emp-
hasis. In fact, canal-irrigated area
hasbeen shrinking. The expansion
ismainly through private tubewells.
But excessive groundwater withdr-
awal by tubewells has lowered the
. water table unsustainably, evenin
- Punjab: here, the water table has '
been falling by 42 cm per year since
1998. We need taxes and other pen-
alties for farmers overdrawing on
groundwater, whichis a public go-
od. The budget issilent on this. The
emphasisison micro-irrigation, but
itisunclear what this covers. Rain-
water harvesting played a major ro-
le in Gujarat’s agriculture. But the

Economic Survey stresses dripirri-

gation. Thisis capital intensive and

B | MONDAY | MARCH

‘The Indian EXPRESS

11U

912015

s>

 Budget silences

It has left out key concerns of agriculture, environment and women

beyond the reachof most farmers.
We need a multi-pronged approa-
chtoenhancewaterincatchments,
andirrigation expansion that is ef-
fective, affordable and sustainable.
Equally, we need researchand
development. Cropyields in most
states have beenstagnant, even de-
clining. With climate change, India
faces aserious fall in the yields of
wheat and rice unless it generates

.| varieties that are heat resistant, wa-

ter efficient and able towithstand
temperature volatility. R&D can-
notbe done by eachstate and ecol-
ogy cuts across borders. We need
the Centre to invest substantially in
research onseed adaptation as well
as agro-ecological practices which
replenishsoils. Soil health cards

candiagnose, not cure. The budget
makes no provision for R&D or for
reaching findings toneedy farmers.
In fact, funds to the department of
agricultural research and educa-
tion have beencutinrecentyears.
More, 35-40 per cent of farme-
rsarewomen. These proportions
will keep rising, since migrants to
non-farm jobsarelargely male. But
women ownlittle land, and face se-
rious constraints in accessing in-

Incentives, subsidies and informa-
tion on new practices fail toreach
most. Agricultural extension
through Kisan TV, as proposed in
the Economic Survey, is unlikely to
reachwomen farmerswho rarely
have access tocommunity TV. The

puts, credit, extension and markets.

12th Plan working group on disad-
vantaged farmers, whichI chaired,
had many recommendations, in-
cluding group approachesand
block-level resource centres, with
nodal officers to give information
and training to poor farmers, espe-
ciallywomen. :
Second, the budget issilent on
many environmental challenges. A
shift to electric cars alone cannot
reduce air pollution. Shouldn’t ho-
useholdswithseveral cars face dis-
incentives? SMEs may create jobs,
butwill they be green jobs? What
about urban waste management
and publictransport? Water con-
taminated by fluoride and arsenic
has exposed millions to disease.
Over 67 per cent of Indian house-

For women, the budget provides little beyond 'Beti
Bachao, Beti Padhao’ and the Nirbhaya fund.

holds with access to drinking water,
drinkit untreated. The budget
promises drinking water toall but
what about deteriorating quality?
The budget allocates funds for
renewable energy, butwill it priori-
tise cooking energy? Over 65 per
cent of rural householdsstill de-
pend largely on firewood and cattle
dung. This has serious health ef-
fects. There is a desperate need for
clean fuel. Solar energy cannotyet
provide the answer, but biogas
could. However, unlike China’s.
highly successful biogas and im-
proved stove programmes, India’s
have largely failed, due to poor de-
livery and maintenance. We need
substantial funds for better design,
adaptation and delivery of clean

cooking fuel to ruralkitchens. -

~Third, forwomen, the budget
provides little beyond “Beti Bach-
ao, Beti Padhao” and the Nirbhaya
fund. This alone cannot empower
girlsorwomen. Assetsin the mot-
her’shandsare foundtodomuch
more for the health and education
of girls. Women need direct access
toland and housing. My research
providessubstantial evidence that
ifwomen own land or ahomestead,
jtstrengthens family livelihoods
and greatly reduces the risk of do-
mesticviolence. Will the six crore
homes promised in the budgetbe in
women’snames? Givensocial re-
strictions, without special provi-
sions, canyoung women have the
same access as young men to train-
ing, credit and jobs under various
budget heads? Our demographic
dividend has a gender difference.
The budget has no direct funds for
women’s economic empowerment.
Thereisasharp cutin fundsfor the
ministry of women and child devel- -
opment. Measures to enhance
women’s access to assets and regu-
lar employment would domore for
them and their daughters thansim-
ply adding to the Nirbhaya fund,
which lieslargely unused.

- Many experts gave high marks

_ tothe budget. In the din, they si-

lenced the voices of the farmers,
the environmentalists andwomen.
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